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ABSTRACT
“MAYBE WE CAN DO THIS TOO”: MULTILINGUAL WRITERS, ANTI-DEFICIT
IDEOLOGIES, IDENTITY FORMATION AND STUDENT AGENCY DEVELOPMENT

by
Marino Ivo Lopes Fernandes
University of New Hampshire, May, 2020

This study examines identity formation and student agency development for international
student writing tutors in HELP (Hi English Learning Partner), a writing center founded and
staffed by international multilingual students. This study adopts a critical anti-deficit perspective
to examine how these student tutors negotiated the deficit environments on their campus to
create a writing center that expanded the roles and possibilities for multilingual students within
writing centers and writing conferences. I discuss a series of case studies to trace identity
formation and student agency development for seven multilingual, international student tutors at
a research university in the northeastern United States.
This three year-long qualitative study used transcribed interviews, writing excerpts from
HELP leaders about program design and organization, audio-recorded writing conferences
conducted in HELP, and institutional data and artifacts. These sources were then triangulated
with fieldnotes from observations and follow-up interviews with participants. I relied on the
constructs of Critical Pedagogy and Consciousness, Communities of Practice, Imagined
Identities and Imagined Communities in language learning and analyses of deficit ideologies to
construct the themes proposed in this study. These frames allowed me to propose an anti-deficit

xvi

framework for understanding identity formation and student agency development for this group
of international multilingual student writing tutors.
Findings revealed that programming decisions provoke and promote student identities.
Furthermore, findings illustrate that the HELPers deployed shared identities and resources to
transform the nature of writing conferences and to re-envision their own positions on their
campus and the real and imagined communities of writing center studies.
This study bears implications for writing program administrators and researchers in
particular. It suggests that writing centers benefit from the contributions multilingual students are
especially well suited to make in writing centers locally, as well as contributions to the
scholarship of writing center and second language research. Finally, the present study suggests
that radical trust is required in the full ability and resourcefulness of multilingual students to
engage in problem-posing education to achieve their own educational objectives.

xvii

PRELUDE: FIRST CONTACTS, EXPECTATIONS AND INDIGNATION

It’s Fall of 2012. I am teaching a section of first-year writing for resident and
international multilingual writers. I recommend to a student, a good student, that she go to the
writing center on the Great Bay University campus for help with a draft. Nita1 attended high
school in the United States after immigrating from Colombia. She trusted her argument and
organization but was concerned that her command of written English betrayed her authentic
written voice in the draft. I ask her in class the next day how the meeting went and if she would
go back. Nita tells me, “well, they talked about my ideas, and my ideas were good, and then we
were done. We didn’t talk about any of my problems with my paper.” From her perspective, the
writing center did not help her, and she would not be returning.
Nita’s expectations of the writing center were far different than what the writing center
seemed to be for her. Through no fault of their own, Nita and the writing center were at crossed
purposes. This multilingual writer found the door of the center only half open to her.
In Spring 2014, I taught a themed first-year writing course to all international L2 writers
most of whom were enrolled in Zelos, a bridge program at GBU. I focused the course on
multilingual/international student issues. I proposed that we would study and investigate the idea
of being a multilingual, international student in the U.S. and on the GBU campus, more
specifically. For one assignment, students analyzed points of contact between the university and
international/multilingual students. Some students investigated points of cultural contact like
dining halls or recreational facilities, but others investigated academic supports such as the

1

All names are pseudonyms. The pseudonym xiaolaoshi is a nickname meaning “little teacher.” Mandarin speakers
note that when the name is not capitalized it refers to the nickname “little teacher” and to a family name when
capitalized. For this study, I have capitalized the name to avoid error markings for on-screen readers.

University Writing Center. Xiaolaoshi followed up on previous experiences by investigating the
writing center for this assignment. Xiaolaoshi reiterated many of the same obstacles that Nita had
pointed out: Xiaolaoshi perceived the avoidance of explicit discussion of her language concerns
in a writing conference as a tacit rejection of her and students like her.
Nita and Xiaolaoshi’s experiences with the writing center are commonplace. Also
commonplace is that writing tutors ground their practice in traditional writing center pedagogy
which demands that writing assistants focus almost exclusively on global text concerns such as
organization, clarity, voice, and text ownership, which is well aligned with the mission to
produce “better writers, not better writing” “a philosophy advocated by North (1984) and taken
up by many North American writing centers. The global focus many writing centers adopt is
often helpful to native English speaking writers, but it is often less helpful to multilingual writers
who need attention at other, more local levels of the writing process: grammar, sentence
structure, lexical appropriateness, etc. Xiaolaoshi saw this refusal to shift the conference focus to
language concerns (grammar, conventions, word choice, etc.) as, in fact, undemocratic to
multilingual writers. Xiaolaoshi felt that the tutor’s resistance to discussing more local language
concerns stripped Xiaolaoshi of any agency in the conference.
Xiaolaoshi and her classmates’ indignation drove them to action. As a final project in the
FYW course, they proposed a student writing club that would help multilingual students find the
help they themselves had not found at the writing center. They responded to this perceived lack
of writing support and established HELP (Hi! English Learning Partner), a writing club that was
established in 2014 and approved by the GBU student government. HELP was conceived to be a
site of support for other international students to work on their writing and help newly arrived
international multilingual undergraduates into the academic practices of U.S. universities, such

2

as how to use academic supports like the writing center. Xiaolaoshi and a group of other students
approached me in the summer of 2014 to help advise and train them on how to maintain such a
club.
In 2014, I saw what I was not able to see in 2012: The HELPers were rejecting the status
quo of the campus and marshalling the resources they were entitled to via student campus fees
and offering a disruption to the narratives that surround student agency and writing support for
multilingual writers at many US colleges and universities.
In the chapter that follows, I will discuss the deficit discourse that surrounds multilingual
students in the scholarship and academic cultures of writing programs like in the campus writing
center they investigate. First, however, I argue that discussions of language must be understood
within the power dynamics of discussions of race since deficit ideologies about language
learning are inseparable from the people who learn the languages. I will then follow that
discussion with an overview of how the deficit-laden portrayals of multilingual students inform
the deficit culture of writing programs. I then take up a discussion of theories of identity and
language learning, and end with a discussion of the possibilities of writing centers as critical
communities of practice, which offer promising counterforces to deficit ideologies in writing
programs like writing centers.
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CHAPTER 1
MULTILINGUAL WRITERS, IDENTITY FORMATION, AND STUDENT AGENCY IN
DEFICIT IDEOLOGIES

To say that racism is located in the structure of everyday worlds is to acknowledge the extent to
which racism constitutes modern society. The racism of modern society not only is a function of
its distant origins but also refers to manifestations embedded in practices, artifacts, discourse,
and institutional realities (e.g., legal, educational, and economic systems). Rather than something
extraordinary or rare, racism is akin to the water in which fish swim
(Salter, Adams, & Perez 2018, p.150)

Any analysis of multilingualism cannot escape an analysis of race. In the article that is
excerpted above, Salter et al. (2018) highlight the pervasiveness and invisibility of racism by
emphasizing the facts that 1) racism is embedded in our daily lives, 2) it is maintained by our
routine choices, and that 3) we inhabit cultural worlds that promote and reward “racialized ways
of seeing, being in, and acting in the world” (p. 151). They borrow the “fish in water” metaphor
from Brown et al (2003) to highlight that racism is manifested systemically and structurally like
water is a part of the everyday existence of a fish who is unaware of the water in which it swims.
In a similar manner, I argue that multilingual students are surrounded by a fog of deficit-thinking
which pervades all encounters with multilingual students. The fog of deficit is not a distinct
feature of multilingual students’ learning and writing development. It is tantamount to the
atmosphere: deficit ideologies pervade considerations of minoritized and marginalized students.
This dissertation challenges those ideologies. In this study I analyze the negotiations and
moments of critical agency development for a group of seven international, multilingual students
4

who created a writing center to respond to a perceived lack of writing support for students like
them on their campus. My analysis attempts to disrupt the fog of deficit by highlighting how
these international multilingual students deployed collective and individual resources to reshape
their institutional context and invent new possibilities for themselves in the process.
In the sections that follow, I provide a brief overview of definitions of deficit ideologies
and then make the case that multilingual students must navigate the environments characterized
by a fog of deficit discourse that is often reinforced by early scholarship in Second Language
Writing (SLW) and writing centers alike, and that persists to the present day. Secondly, I
demonstrate how a shift to considering writing centers as critical communities of practice allows
for scholars and administrators to understand the negotiations for meaning as agentive and
thereby marking important identity shifts for the participants. Finally, the discussion of critical
communities of practice allows for an expansive view of the possible roles for multilingual
students in writing center spaces which I argue should move beyond an active, subject role as a
learner. In my view, writing centers as critical communities of practice must allow for a student
to occupy the roles of tutor, writer, and learner in a fluid continuum. This continuum is
fundamentally liberating because it removes arbitrary gatekeeping labels that limit the agency of
any participant in a critical writing center community of practice such as this.
Deficit ideologies in education have been extensively discussed (e.g. Valencia 1997, 2010)
and “blame a student’s family structure, cultural and linguistic background, and community” for
lack of success in school (Hambacher & Thompson 2015, p.1). As Dudley-Marling (2007) puts
it, “the deficit gaze is underpinned by a behavioral model of learning in which learning is
operationally defined in terms of hierarchical sets of discrete skills and low achieving students
are constructed as people in need of decontextualized skills and subskills. In this formulation,
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overcoming learning deficiencies – learning the right skills – requires more time and better
methods” (p. 7).
Dudley-Marling and Paugh (2010) invoke the work of Gee (1996, 1999) on capital-D
Discourses2 to discuss how labels and meanings function to place students within deficit models.
They note:
Indeed, according to Gee, one of the functions of language is to situate people in
Discursive spaces where certain values and beliefs obtain. The language of deficiencies,
for instance, invokes a Discourse that valorizes individual agency while reinforcing one
of the dominant myths of contemporary schooling: that effort and ability are the sole
determinants of educational success and failure. (p. 30)
Here Dudley-Marling and Paugh note that deficit thinking emphasizes the role of individual
agency as a path out of deficit in school. In fact, they argue that this trope is ubiquitous as a
rhetorical escape away from systemic accountability. Deficit ideologies are systemic and
slippery. In his recent attempt to understand the persistence of deficit thinking, Dudley-Marling
(2015) observes that deficit thinking “situates school failure in the minds, bodies, communities,
and culture of students, dominates schooling practices in the US and Canada” (p. 30). DudleyMarling goes on to say that the consequences of such a view are curricula that seek to “fix” the
students and the communities rather than “the systemic factors, especially the diminished
opportunities to learn, [in order] to explain high levels of school failure among poor students and
students of color” (p. 1). Dudley-Marling notes the impotence of critiques of deficit views
despite analyses of systemic school failure. (See also Gorski, 2011 for more discussion on the
socialization of deficit ideologies). While deficit ideologies negatively assess the communities of
poor students and students of color, they do not recognize the systematic failure of the

2

Gee’s work outlines differences between lower case-d discourses to refer to linguistic codes and capital-D
Discourses to refer to Social codes which include and can be signaled by linguistic codes.
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communities and systems that the students must escape. In other words, deficit ideology leaves
open the question of how it is that some systems are ostensibly visible (i.e., the students’ home
communities) and others invisible (i.e., the poorly structured systems that offer diminished
opportunities to learn, for example).
This ideology is so pervasive that even this dissertation which seeks to highlight how, in
the student-initiated and led writing center I focus on in this dissertation (Hi! English Language
Partners, or HELP), the students activated their resources as agency on campus runs the danger
of being interpreted within this deficit framework. For example, one might read the founding of
HELP as an instance of founder Xiaolaoshi’s self-determination out of a deficit situation.
Instead, I argue that the founding of HELP is a manifestation of agency on an institutional level
which recognizes that although individual students have resources to manage their goals, an
institutional approach responds more forcefully to the lack of institutional and curricular support
these students perceived.
Discourse of deficit and helplessness in discussions of multilingual writers in university
programs, as well as in scholarship on SLW and writing centers often reinforce ideas that
multilingual students have deficits. This “fog of deficit” overlays our institutional and
programmatic decisions about how to build and structure writing programs, and fogs our vision
of how we imagine multilingual students’ roles, identities, possibilities. In this section I draw
attention to the simultaneously invisible but pathologizing discourse that surrounds multilingual
students and their language learning processes in writing centers.
I argue that the language of deficit runs through many studies of multilingual writers and
is often demonstrated in descriptions that (unwittingly) pathologize the process of learning a
language and learning to write in that respective language. As I discuss below, many of the now-
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foundational studies of multilingual writers in composition courses and in writing centers
highlight deficit-focused language which focuses on “challenges” and “struggles” for both tutors
and multilingual writers in the writing center and offer tutors advice for how to “deal with” such
challenges and struggles. We see these deficit-based identities come up in the language used to
describe multilingual writers and characterizations of tutors and tutees in writing conferences.

A Brief History of Research on Writing Centers and Multilingual Students: Portrayals
The deficit-focused identities that surround multilingual students can be traced back to
Silva’s landmark review of research on multilingual writers. Though not based in a writing
center context, Silva’s (1993) meta-analysis of the different composing processes of second
language (L2) writers is one of the earliest studies by SLW scholars on L2 writers. It marked
both an important beginning of the consideration of multilingual writers in college composition
courses and subsequently led to important considerations of L2 writers in writing centers.
Furthermore, it also introduced the kind of language that has since been deployed to situate these
writers as being in need of help across writing contexts in composition courses and writing
centers. Silva (1993) provides an overview of the findings of his meta-analysis by observing that
although English as a first language (L1) and L2 writers had similar “composing processes and
writing behaviors...L2 composing was clearly more difficult and less effective” and observed
“differences in the subprocesses of planning, transcribing, and reviewing” (p.661). Silva is clear
in his goals to highlight differences and not contribute to a deficit-focused analysis of ESL
writers composing processes. Silva’s important overview of the observed behaviors of L2 writers
oriented composition faculty to the need for a variety of approaches to teaching and working
with multilingual writers.
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However, despite his concerted efforts to avoid “portraying ESL writers in negative
terms” (p. 660), I argue Silva’s efforts undermined his goals owing to the monolingual
composition framework Silva and colleagues were positioning their work against. In her
introduction to Bruce and Rafoth’s (2016) Tutoring Second Language Writers Severino
retrospectively described early contexts for L2 scholarship as requiring the sort of “how to”
resources Silva and others provide because scholars were “trapped in the monolingual context of
our courses and institutions…and were not prepared…and needed to learn new tools and
techniques” (p. vii). For example, Silva’s introduction of his project illustrate the traps Severino
identifies in the competing tensions of the work he and early SLW scholarship had to negotiate.
Silva notes, “the emphasis on differences should not be seen as an attempt to portray ESL writers
in negative terms. My attempts at writing in an L2 and my experiences in teaching ESL writers
have given me nothing but respect for ESL writers; I am frequently amazed and humbled by their
efforts and abilities” (1993, p. 660).The common trope of composition teachers pointing to their
own difficulties and attempts at writing in an L2 contributes to the lore of difficulty and effort,
which overshadows any conception of emerging abilities, flexibility, and the recursive nature of
learning.
Furthermore, Silva highlights the inadequacy of L1 composition frameworks for
analyzing L2 composing processes and behaviors, but inadvertently uses language that
potentially adopts a deficit characterization of the L2 writing behaviors observed in the studies.
In the following excerpt, Silva offers a description of L2 writers’ texts using only comparative
adjectives (less and more): “In general, L2 writers’ texts were less fluent (fewer words), less
accurate (more errors), and less effective (lower holistic scores)” (668). Also notable is Silva’s
important observation that L2 writers’ composing processes were “different” which can be
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value-neutral, but a closer reading reveals an inadvertent deficit analysis and exposition of the
features of L2 writing. Silva notes,
At the discourse level, their texts often exhibited distinct patterns of exposition,
argumentation, and narration; their responses to two particular types of academic writing tasks-answering essay exam questions and using background reading texts--were different and less
effective. (p. 668)
By describing L2 writers’ processes as “different and less effective” (my emphasis),
Silva attaches a comparative judgment to the observation of difference, a term which has been
generative for scholars since. Interestingly, although Silva’s goal is to note the distinct nature of
L2 writers’ processes, his observations refer to their differences but also frame the studies’
findings in a paradigm of native proficiency where the L1 writer’s processes are the standard by
which L2 writers’ performance is evaluated. To be clear, Silva acknowledges that his
observations are limited by the findings reported in other studies, which might explain the
comparative language he employs. In his implications for practice, however, it is still possible to
discern a concern for L2 writers’ performance in comparison to their L1 peers. Note that
comparison to a standard is a main feature of deficit discourse (Dudley-Marling, 2010). Silva
suggests that the findings support a need for different evaluation criteria for L2 writers and raises
questions about the tensions that arise in considerations of difference and correctness (670).
Generally, Silva is reflecting the language of early L2 writing scholarship, which is
working to distance itself from an L1 framework. Having said that, Silva’s (1993) reports reveal
traces of deficit perspectives, which are characterized by discourses of need. For instance, Silva
notes the need for “more of everything” as suggested in Raimes’ (1995), “need to devote more
time and attention across the board to strategic, rhetorical, and linguistic concerns”, “more work
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on planning-to generate ideas, text structure, and language-so as to make the actual writing more
manageable, and “a clear need for more extensive treatment of textual concerns” (p.670).
In fairness, Silva concludes by suggesting that what L2 writers need is a kind of scaffolding that
more recent scholarship has made obvious (Ferris & Hedgecock, 2013; Ortmeier-Hooper, 2013),
but I note these observations to illustrate the pervasiveness of deficit discourse even in
scholarship that is working to advocate for effective instruction for L2 writers. The prevalence of
deficit discourse in this study is striking given that this study is considered a landmark essay in
the field of Second Language Writing (Silva & Matsuda, 2001).
Harris and Silva (1993) provided another foundational text for approaches to working
with L2 writers in writing centers. They offer tutors considerations for prioritizing their
conferences with L2 writers on approaches to error, rhetorical features of academic writing in the
U.S., strategies for how to set an agenda in a conference, and strategies to pass on to writers that
increase proofreading techniques. Harris and Silva (1993) can be seen as an articulation of
Silva’s (1993) goals to explicate the differences in the composing processes of L2 students. In
Harris & Silva (1993), readers find strategies that are responsive to the fact that an L2 writer may
need more planning time, or reviewing, for example. Although a deficit perspective is less
obvious in Harris & Silva (1993), they seem to frame the tutor as a native-speaker and L2 writer
as receiver of knowledge that the tutor would be better prepared to dispense, after reading their
article.
In one critique of Harris and Silva, Cox (2016) notes their constrained view of the L2
student writer. In a chapter for edited collection Tutoring Second Language Writers, Cox (2016)
outlines the available identities for tutors and then proposes opportunities for shared agency in
expanded roles for both the tutor and the writer. Cox outlines her reading of three tutor identities
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that a tutor may display as seen in Harris & Silva (1993) and also discussed in Powers (1993),
noting that tutors may adopt the roles of informants as cultural, rhetorical, or linguistic
informants in their conferences with L2 writers (p. 63). She states, for example, that tutors might
inform writers about U.S. academic culture, the rhetorical situation of a writing task, or describe
language usage or vocabulary, respectively (p.64). In contrast to Harris and Silva, Cox highlights
roles that present possibilities to “shift the tutor’s identity from informant to collaborator--a role
that shifts the dynamic of the session from the unilateral provision of knowledge from the tutor
to the tutee to the bilateral exchange of ideas and knowledge” (p. 65).
Although much earlier than Cox (2016), Williams (2002) make the important claim that
writing centers are optimally situated to offer L2 writers opportunities for learning and writing
development. She explores the challenges that undergraduate L2 writers face in composition
classes and offers insights for tutors who work with them. Williams notes the absence of writing
center scholarship on L2 writers despite their high visibility in writing centers (p. 73). To
respond to that need, Williams offers valuable insights into second language acquisition and how
those insights translate to tutoring approaches. She highlights the importance of discarding the
view that L2 writers fit a “monolithic profile” (p. 75) and summarizes features of language
learning that support a diverse approach (e.g., “L2 acquisition takes time,” “teaching is no
guarantee of learning,” “not all language errors are the same”) (p. 76). Williams underscores the
diverse profiles of L2 writers and the fact that the process of language learning is unique to each
learner. This article is valuable for writing center directors who want to educate themselves and
their staff on appropriate approaches to working with L2 writers.
However, Williams’ discussion, like in Harris and Silva (1993), also reveals important
tensions in how L2 writers are portrayed in writing centers and the research. These portraits
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contribute to the lore of difficulty and challenge that surrounds L2 writers in writing centers. For
example, Williams begins by proposing to respond to the assumption that “since second
language writers are in college, their language proficiency is no longer an issue; their language
problems have somehow been taken care of before matriculation” (my emphasis) (p.73). This
statement is a motivating force for Williams’ article, but it also reveals the pervasiveness of
deficit discourse that surrounds L2 writers. Williams’ task is to respond to views that language
proficiency as an “issue” and that language “problems” are to be “taken care of.” In fact,
Williams uses the word “struggle” five times in the article to describe phases of language
learning and mastery, which loads even the most neutral description of language learning with
overtones of difficulty, challenge, and deficit, which in turn inform how faculty and tutors who
work with L2 writers approach them and their learning. She underscores this point when she
observes that “tutors in the writing center, like teachers of writing, are often unprepared to deal
with second language writers” (p. 79).
Williams (2002), Harris and Silva (1993), Silva (1993) among others align with the
trends in which the roles for the tutoring conference remain constrained: the tutors are
presumably native English speakers whereas the L2 writers are the receivers of knowledge.
Although the discussion of L2 writers in the later Williams (2004) is less overtly focused
on deficits, some indications of the pathologizing language persist, which adds to our perception
that multilingual writers bring problems and challenges. In this study, Williams advances
findings to support conferences where tutors are direct and writers participate actively.
Furthermore, she emphasizes the effectiveness of scaffolding and the importance of
understanding the task that L2 writers have before them. In her discussion of other studies on the
effects of interaction and revision, Williams makes no note of the language backgrounds of
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tutors, which leads the reader to expect that the trend of NES tutors and NNES tutees continues.
In her own study, however, Williams notes that all four tutor participants are fluent speakers of
English. Two are monolingual native speakers of English and two are bilingual native speakers.
The five L2 writer participants were not international students but permanent residents in the
U.S. (ranging from 2 to 6 years) and had completed their high school education in the U.S. The
L2 writer participants had Chinese (3), Korean (1), and Khmer (1) as their L1s (p. 174). The fact
that Williams’ study included two bilingual native speaking tutors indicates a refreshing
expansion of roles for writing center tutors beyond the tutor as monolingual native speaker.
However, how she discusses the behaviors and interactions can tell us more about revision. To
do so, she uses a medical frame, pointing to revision as a “problem-oriented process” (p.174).
The process is parsed out by Williams in three phases which rely on pathologizing terminology
in the “medical metaphor” history of writing center scholarship (see Carino, 1992): “1)
detection/evaluation/comparison, 2) diagnosis/identification, and 3)
operation/execution/correction” (p.174). Within that terminology lies the problem and the
pervasive ways in which the “fog of deficit” surrounds even the most helpful articles in our field.
I want to reiterate the fact that a description of a process can seem distant and objective, but the
terminology a field chooses for such description informs the covert and overt approaches tutors
and faculty members adopt in their interactions with L2 writers, their texts, and their learning.
In 2004, Williams and Severino argue for tutors a more flexible approach to their work
with L2 writers, which provide more options for multilingual writers to actively participate in the
conference. Their article provides an overview of research-informed approaches for tutoring L2
writers in the writing center. They cover considerations for how tutors might make decisions
about what to prioritize in working with L2 writers. In their overview, they emphasize the point
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that L2 writers are not a monolith, which requires tutors to tune into the diverse profiles of L2
writers and adjust their approaches accordingly. Williams and Severino argue that “L2 writers
might require a different, or at least more flexible, approach to tutoring than was being promoted
for work with native speakers” (166). Generally, although Williams and Severino suggest a more
collaborative approach to work with L2 writers which invites active participation on the part of
the writer, they still don’t see the multilingual student in the actual tutor role. The agency to
direct the conference is still predominantly presented as a decision-making role that is to be
made by an NES tutor.
Agency in writing conferences is a function of identity. The deficit discourse that
pervades writing center scholarship on multilingual writers has direct implications for student
identity and agency. Deficit portrayals of students in writing center scholarship ascribe identities
to tutors and multilingual students that constrain what roles are available to them in writing
conferences. In so far as different identities allow for different scopes of action, the agentive
roles available to a person are a function of that person’s identity. In the studies noted above,
tutor roles are imbued with agency to decide the trajectory of a conference. The roles imagined
for tutors have a powerful impact on how multilingual writers will perceive a writing center
conference including what roles may be available for multilingual writers like themselves. The
persistent positioning of multilingual writers as learners and receivers of knowledge imparted
from NES tutors who inform student writers contributes to fog of deficit that surrounds
multilingual students and the contexts and programs where they read, write, and learn to write.
As I’ve discussed above, one hallmark of deficit ideologies is to blame the learner for the
failures of the educational system. In contrast to some of the work discussed earlier, Thonus
(1993) advocates for focused student support by describing the context of deficit, struggle and
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difficulty that surrounds multilingual writers. She refers to the “plight of international students”
with proficient TOEFL scores, but which don’t always carry the student through to graduation
(13). She describes how “instructors panic and send their problem students to the writing center
with a list of items to work on” (p. 14). She notes that “the staff is expected to effect a miracle in
ten weeks” (p. 14), arguing that this expectation is incompatible with the long-accepted fact that
a language learner needs many years to develop academic language proficiency. In these
descriptions of the contexts multilingual students encounter, she points to how writing centers
must fill the gap to respond to the “non-native writing problem” (p.14). On the one hand, her
descriptions of the contexts students encounter align with the language of struggle and deficit
I’ve outlined so far (e.g., multilingual students receive knowledge from NES tutors); on the other
hand, Thonus’ argument is striking for its ability to point to the tensions between what we know
to be features of language learning and to how the systems students encounter are inappropriately
designed to support students in accordance with the science of language learning.
The sophisticated approach Thonus adopts to express the frustrating dissonance of the
facts of language learning and the expectations students must negotiate is perhaps
counterproductive. While Thonus’ approach is clearer for those readers who are already familiar
with important tenets of language learning, readers who are unfamiliar with language learning
processes may take Thonus’ descriptions as confirmation of potential deficit views of
multilingual students’ language and writing proficiency. For example, she outlines struggles for
instructors and students alike: “If instructors must cope with a variety of student abilities,
students must deal with multiple messages as to what constitutes acceptable academic writing”
(p.15). She describes the students’ learning process as something instructors must “cope with”
and the unfamiliar expectations something students must “deal with”. She points to the instability
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of standards for quality, the variability of criteria used for native and non-native English
speaking evaluators, and across contexts (p.15). Readers who are unfamiliar with concepts of
second language acquisition may inadvertently read Thonus’ indictment of the difficult
landscapes students navigate as confirmation of a nearly unsolvable problem on US campuses
that writing centers must prepare for.
In her study of the differences of interactions of tutors with first and second language
writers, (2004) Thonus describes native-speaker tutors as the authorities and NNES tutees as
recipients of knowledge once again. She notes that “with NNES tutees, tutors exhibited fewer
overlaps, less laughter, and greater volubility [which] created an uneven distribution of talk” (p.
237). Thonus noted that overlaps, laughter, and small talk signal involvement on the part of the
tutor and reduce social distance between the tutor and tutee. This analysis could suggest that the
absence of the positive behaviors in a conference issue from a hierarchical distance between an
informant and a receiver of knowledge. Thonus notes that NES tutors are more likely to offer
explicit directives, but not engage in advice giving (p. 238). Strikingly, Thonus observes the
structural reasons for this difference in interactions with multilingual writers. For example, she
observes that what some tutors perceive as different approach for working with multilingual
writers creates “another orthodox set of frames that makes tutors feel guilty when they cannot fit
into them” and concludes that this provokes “a subcurrent of fear and frustration” (p. 240). She
once again highlights that there are reasons for the tutors’ frustrations, which can only be
countered by first letting go of the orthodoxy of the “collaborative frame,” which for Thonus
refers to the non-directive approach of Socratic questioning in writing centers. In this approach,
outsiders to a writing conference are invited to imagine both the tutor and tutee simultaneously
discovering the path of the writing, and eliding the moments of teaching, direction, and explicit
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instruction that undoubtedly take place on the way to learning, especially when we consider the
processes of language learning and second language acquisition as I’ve discussed above. For
Thonus, while the collaborative frame of the Socratic method allows for agency on the part of
the (NES) tutee, it leaves the multilingual student wandering around in the space just beyond the
student’s zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978) with no options for agency beyond
abandoning the writing conference. Importantly, the argument advanced by Thonus in both
pieces insists that the system, meaning higher education, is in fact underprepared, and internally
incoherent in how it designs learning environments, institutional spaces, and shapes expectations
for multilingual students. We see this in how the writing centers don’t necessarily create
opportunities for agency where multilingual students can share their expertise and have
authoritative roles.
Rafoth (2015) exemplifies the shift away from providing detailed “how-tos” that
Severino described in her introduction to Bruce and Rafoth 2016 as characteristic of early days
of scholarship on writing centers and multilingual writers. Like in Thonus’ work I’ve discussed
above, Rafoth (2015) offers writing center directors and tutors questions about areas where they
might inform and educate themselves to be better pedagogically prepared to provide appropriate
writing support for international multilingual students, in particular. Importantly, Rafoth suggests
that WC directors and staff might use this resource to “educate” themselves, which reverses the
onus of responsibility for preparation from MLWs to the institutions that purport to support
them, as Thonus had argued for many years earlier.
Dvorak’s (2016) account of bilingual tutoring sessions provide a more balanced view of
multilingual students in writing conferences. Dvorak’s account illustrates bilingual (SpanishEnglish) conferences in an institutional context where approximately fifty percent of students on
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campus are believed to speak Spanish, which Dvorak suggested more than legitimized the use of
Spanish during conferences. Tutors and student writers engage in code meshing and code
switching to good effect in the conferences Dvorak describes, especially for the benefits in the
interactional dynamics between the tutor and tutee. That said, the multilingual tutors in Dvorak’s
account are largely resident multilingual students, who are fluent users of English and another
language. This “balanced bilingual status” allows tutors to use languages other than English, but
provide writing center directors with the assurance that the tutors’ English is standardized, and
that the additional language is a valuable additional asset rather than the primary language of
work for the writing conference. Although this is a welcome step toward equanimity, the nativelike proficiency standards still prevent the many NNES who are primarily EFL users from
occupying tutor positions.
The overview of portrayals of MLWs in writing centers I’ve provided so far elucidates a
shift in the literature from more pronounced deficit views toward a more appropriate reframing
and attribution of deficit to the inadequate institutional structures which multilingual students
must navigate. I’ve shown how the powerful early portrayals of MLW students in a deficit
environment have only recently begun to be countered by more balanced portrayals of
multilingual students in writing conferences. While earlier literature reveals a stronger presence
of deficit discourse in its portrayals of MLWs, more recent literature offers portrayals with more
opportunities for student agency, which is a reflection of the more explicitly anti-deficit
programming that has become available for multilingual students in writing center contexts.
Despite the incremental shifts in agency in the scholarship of MLWs in writing center
conferences, I argue that the pervasiveness of negative associations of some of the terms used to
describe MLWs put forth in this literature continues to persist, a discourse that which in turn
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informs the lore of practice in interactions with multilingual writers in university settings, and
motivates faculty recommendations that multilingual students visit writing centers in the present
day. In fact, Shapiro’s (2014) study of identities of high-school ELLs echoes Gutierrez &
Orellana’s (2006) assertion that the association of deficit and MLWs is “so pervasive that is an
expected genre feature of ELL-focused literacy research” (p. 387). Through “counter-stories,”
Shapiro (2014) appeals to student narratives to provide anti-deficit representations of
multilingual high school students. Shapiro notes that scholarship about L2 learners is
“underwritten by deficit-oriented discourse” (p. 387).
It is striking to note that Shapiro’s own writing about multilingual students exposes the
fog of deficit that surrounds the scholarship, just as she points out. In the abstract that introduces
the argument against deficit views she writes, “Much of the scholarly discourse on this topic
reinforces a deficit orientation toward ELLs, constructing them as an educational “problem”
rather than an asset” (p.386). Shapiro is right, of course, that much of the discussion around
deficit concerning multilingual students is framed around the poles of “deficit” and “asset”.
Though not within the scope of this study, a discussion of “assets” can be interpreted as
instrumentalizing students’ abilities in ways that are less frequently observed in literature for
monolingual English-speaking students. Note the nearly imperceptible slide from characterizing
language proficiency as deficit or asset, to describing the speaker of the language with the same
terms. This essentialization that reduces a minoritized person to his or her command of a
language is observed equally in discussions of those persons as deficits and as assets. This
critique is a useful illustration of the pervasiveness of deficit discourse, and also of the need to
always adopt an anti-deficit stance, which is vigilant about how deficit thinking surfaces into the
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discourse. As Shapiro herself would agree, more care is needed to separate one’s language
learning processes from holistic representations of identity.
These ideas of “asset” and “deficit” are carried in the very terms used to refer to
multilingual students. In her investigation of identity construction for university-level L2 writers
in writing centers, Cox (2016) notes that the label “ESL” has the longest history in the list of
terms to refer to multilingual writers, and is also the “term that is most recognizable, but that also
comes with the most baggage” (p.57). I interpret Cox’s observation of the “baggage” of this term
as an indication of the unwieldy and sometimes competing associations for the term. On the one
hand, a term like “ESL” powerfully highlights a student’s bilingualism and control of two or
more languages, which is undoubtedly highlighting the students linguistic assets rather than the
lack of flexibility or control in a particular language (English, in this case) like the term LEP
(Limited English Proficiency) does, for example. Although the term “ESL” does not point to
deficits per se3, terms cannot be inherently value-neutral when they are associated with the
people they are ascribed to because any discussion of language is primarily a discussion of the
speakers of that language (Ravindranath & Wagner 2015).
So then, although ESL refers simply to bilingualism, that is, to the status of English as a
second language for a student, the term bilingualism carries important sociopolitical implications
that must be unpacked4. In truth, the nature and weight of the baggage of the term “ESL” has
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ESL does in fact privilege English by centering it in the label, but it could also be referring to the chronology of
acquisition, which is a more value neutral interpretation of the term.
4

The terms “elite bilingualism”4 and “folk bilingualism” (Fishman, 1976) move considerations of bilingualism
beyond the simple counting of languages a person can use flexibly. Elite bilingualism, also known as “elective
bilingualism” refers to bilingualism attained through formal schooling, typically in foreign language contexts, which
often denote high social status owing to the resources necessary to dedicate oneself to the mastery of a language
outside of its dominant context. Folk bilingualism, also known as “circumstantial bilingualism” is more often seen in
immigrant communities and attained as a result of migration and subsequent need to use the language within its
dominant context.
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everything to do with the students who are associated with the term in a given institutional
space.It is this concerning relationship between institutional space on the one hand, and student
identification and association on the other that this dissertation strives to unpack and disrupt.
The “ESL” baggage in U.S. contexts is packed by how institutions associate and ascribe
identities to multilingual students many of whom are minoritized and marginalized by virtue of
their statuses in those institutions5. Institutions transmit their values through how they value the
members of their communities. Multilingual students perceive drastically different messages
about their status when they are taken to a repurposed janitor closet to receive “ESL support,” in
some instances, or when they are invited to work on a multimodal, plurilingual text in a
Multilingual Communications Center funded by an endowment like the one at Dickinson
College. That is, the institutional spaces that multilingual students have access to shape how they
perform and negotiate their multiple identities. When multilingual students only have access to
suboptimal resources and spaces, the value of their cultural and linguistic resources is
diminished, and the baggage grows heavier and more riddled with language of difficulty and
struggle. For example, in my short stint as a substitute science teacher in a Sheltered English
Immersion classroom, I was tasked to design “science lab days” with nothing but a box of
sixteen mineral rocks tucked in the corner of an otherwise empty cabinet. Institutional spaces
like under-resourced classrooms led by an untrained teacher for a number of recently arrived
students in a major city, and writing centers with dogmatic, strict procedures for “ESL
conferences,” or housing TESOL within a Special Education or Communications Disorders
department reveal how the institution values the students for whom it reserves particular
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Rosa’s (2018) Looking Like a Language, Sounding Like a Race investigates how the institutional systematic
practices of raciolinguistic transformation impacts students’ Latinx identities.
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resources. Institutional spaces, then, characterize the associations of multilingual students to
terms like “ESL” and others as positive or deficit-laden, but rarely neutral.
As Cox observes, while international students may not have negative associations with
the term “ESL,” Ortmeier-Hooper (2008) demonstrates how some students distance themselves
from the term given the deficit associations for some students in K-12 contexts (p. 57). The
competing tensions of the term “ESL” are important because, as I see it, most of the newer terms
(e.g., ELL, LEP, L2, multilingual) are explained by reverting to the familiar “ESL” when the
newer term is unfamiliar. Despite the nuances in the newer terms, “ESL” predominates in nonspecialist circles. Therefore, despite the many terms used to refer to multilingual students, the
associations with “ESL” remain, even covertly. Through this study of the HELP program, I
argue that since the histories and associations of “ESL” cannot be easily erased by newer terms,
the response must be felt, seen, and experienced by students, in institutional spaces where they
experience the real commitments from the institution which help to reframe the relationships
between the institution and the multilingual students on its campus.
Institutional spaces like Writing Centers are uniquely positioned to have fruitful contact
and interactions with multilingual students. The philosophical positions of institutions and their
programmatic initiatives project identities onto students that frequent those spaces and programs,
which can effectively lighten the load or add to the baggage the student must carry. The effects
of such projections are realized in the identities students must negotiate and the positions and
roles they can occupy. Therefore, because of the evident connection between agency and
identity, institutional spaces like the writing center must be very careful in the values they
privilege and subsequently project.
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In the next section, I provide an overview of student agency and multilingual students in
writing studies scholarship in order to demonstrate how critical pedagogy can facilitate greater
student agency via more critical programming, which can be seen in critical communities of
practice as I will discuss below.

Rethinking Institutional Spaces: The Importance of Student Agency for ML Students
I’ve demonstrated how multilingual students have been deprived of the agency to choose
roles that have authority in writing conferences. Most often, the only agency available is to
choose whether or not to participate. Multilingual students need agency in order to make
decisions about their educational experiences (whether focus on power, or focus on more
language skills, etc.). L2 writing scholars have taken up this question and worked to decentralize
decisions about students’ experiences in writing programs. In well-designed programs, students
can have options to choose and calibrate their learning experiences to match their evolving goals.
Saenkhum (2016) explores one instance of possibilities for student agency at the
intersection of student choice and awareness of programmatic options for student placement in
writing courses. In her study of placement of multilingual students in first-year writing courses,
Saenkhum demonstrates that once students were aware of the range of options available to them,
they manifested greater agency in choosing placement into their writing courses. Saenkhum
provides an operational definition of agency as “the capacity to act or not to act, contingent upon
various conditions,” and notes student agency “can help improve placement practices” (p. 11).
Shapiro, Cox, Shuck, and Simnitt (2016) build on Saenkhum (2016), proposing a theory
of student agency in writing programs that includes possibilities for valuing students’ language
resources and supporting agency via pedagogical and programmatic decisions. They highlight
that focusing on valuing and appreciating students’ resources may fall short of supporting
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students’ goals to continue their language development (2016, p. 31). At the same time, they
recognize the risk of perpetuating deficit ideologies when pedagogies are focused primarily on
language development. Shapiro et al. acknowledge struggling with the tensions inherent in
pedagogies that acknowledge students as developing writers and language users without
promoting stigmatizing deficit views about L2 writers while honoring linguistic resources those
students have (p. 32). Shapiro et al. note that while others have proposed views of agency in
relation to composition studies (Canagarajah 2013; Duranti 2004; Lu and Horner 2013; Miller
2007), these views rarely include attention to multilingual writers. Moreover, the theory of
agency proposed by Shapiro et al. responds to charges that L2 scholarship and pedagogy may be
constraining multilingual writers’ agency by focusing on language learning goals and thereby
undervaluing students’ cultural and linguistic resources.
Shapiro et al. (2016) demonstrate programmatic and curricular approaches that promote
student agency at their respective institutions. Their model for student agency posits a
constellation of action, awareness, and optimal conditions for agency. They argue that conditions
for student agency require that students have some control over their writing and development as
writers, which requires, necessarily, that they be aware of the range of possible decisions
available to them. Additionally, faculty and administrators must provide optimal conditions for
students to gain awareness of the scope of options and as to exercise those options (Shapiro et al.
2016, p. 32-33).
In thinking of Shapiro et al.’s aims and argument, I acknowledge the importance of
balancing the tensions of valuing student resources and being prepared to support students with
their language learning goals. I suspect that, in part, their article is responding to the “debate”
between translingualist scholars’ emphasis on valuing students’ cultural and linguistic resources
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as they come into a writing course and SLW scholars’ observation that students may have goals
for continued language learning. This debate has undergone a process of characterization that
scholars in either camp would disavow in person, and with some time, within the bounds of
scholarship as well. I find this line of argument unproductive because it creates a false binary
about what pedagogy should privilege and the kind of multiplicitous goals that students may
have for their lives and language use.
Therefore, I find it most productive to sidestep what has become characterized as a binary
conversation to remind us of the possibilities afforded by critical pedagogy. Critical Pedagogies
are neither passive nor dogmatic. The most central feature of a critical pedagogy is an orientation
to problem-posing education. In a critical classroom or program, agency exists a priori. As such,
programmatic and pedagogical initiatives always begin by considering what the existing values
and whether they correspond to the values of the members of the community and how/whether
the predominant values, policies, orientations limit or constrain student agency. Because agency
exists a priori, the dialectical nature of problem posing education requires people involved to
investigate how their goals are situated within the system. This agentive investigation then
demands the defeat of limiting discourses, policies or orientations.
Just as Shapiro et al. (2016) have noted about the dearth of engagement with the term
“agency” in relation to composition studies and multilingual writers, I see very promising
possibilities for translating the tenets of critical pedagogy in scholarly and pedagogical
engagement with multilingual writers. I argue that this dialectical model of critical pedagogy
requires an orientation to value the resources students have and are developing as well as
programming and pedagogical initiatives that support students’ learning and development goals.
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We see then, that as above, to speak of student agency is to speak of some recognition of
the limit situations that may be constraining choice. Shapiro et al. (2016) emphasize the
responsibility of instructors, administrators, or those otherwise in positions of authority to
facilitate the recognition of options (and related limit situations) in order to foster student
agency. Programs like the writing center in this study are promising because although this
writing center was supported by faculty and advisors after its inception, its original momentum
was motivated by the founding students’ recognition and rejection of limit situations--i.e., a
perceived lack of institutional support for their writing development.
Writing programs can simultaneously support and constrain student agency. But theories
of language learning and identity formation may help insitutions and institutional leaders,
particularly or writing programs and writing centers, to recognize opportunities and to
understand how language learning can be agentive for multilingual students in and of itself.
Language learning allows for access to roles and identities with increased opportunities for
agency.

Language Learning and Identity Formation: Accessing New Roles and Opportunities for
Agency
As I say above, agency is a function of identity, but the opposite is also true dialectically:
identity is a function of agency. Multilingual students can make choices that are associated to
them and their roles in an institution. Conversely, when more roles and choices are available for
multilingual students, the options for identity shifts increase in step, and so on iteratively. In this
section, I will discuss theories of language learning and identity formation since how a student
performs and negotiates language is a central way of gaining access to roles and identities in
institutional settings on campus.
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The literature on language learning and identity formation has long taken a
poststructuralist6 view of language and identity (Norton, 2000) which, following Bakhtin (1986),
holds that language is a socially situated performance in which speakers struggle to create
meanings, and, as such, shape the nature of social relations. Norton and Toohey (2011) theorize
identity as “multiple, changing, and a site of struggle” p. 14). As such, understanding how
multilingual students negotiate the meanings and relationships associated with their roles as
writing tutors and language users is vital to any analysis of identity formation and student agency
development.
Norton (2010) argues that when a learner “invests” in learning a language, she does so
with the understanding that it will increase her range of symbolic and material resources as well
as the value of her cultural capital (p. 4). Investment allows for the language learner’s identity,
needs, and wants to figure into her language learning behaviors. In other words, for the HELP
tutors, investing in the founding, training, and maintenance of an unsanctioned, unfunded writing
support structure was an investment toward the possible material and symbolic returns of cultural
capital for themselves as students in the ESL Institute, the English department and in the wider
campus.
Since poststructuralist theories of language are social, language communities are essential
to understanding how identity formation occurs. The notion of imagined communities and
imagined identities follows naturally from investment in language learning practices and identity
formation. Norton draws on the work of Lave and Wenger (1991) communities of practice and
Anderson’s (1998) construct of imagined communities to argue that, for many students, access to

6

Poststructuralist theories are distinct from the work of Saussure (1966) which holds that linguistic system
guarantees the meaning of signs (word and its meaning) in their distinct communities’ language practices.
Structuralism does not account for socially constructed meanings where users struggle over the meanings of signs in
the language.
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a language is access to imagined communities as well as imagined identities. Norton defined a
community as “to some extent, a reconstruction of past communities and historically constituted
relationships, but also a community of the imagination--a desired community that offers
possibilities for an enhanced range of identity options in the future” (p.6). The real and imagined
communities multilingual tutors can access, through programs like writing centers and the HELP
initiative studied here, are often conditioned by the labels and meanings that are ascribed to
them. The discourse of “struggle” and “difficulty” that surrounds multilingual students in writing
center and SLW scholarship essentially constrains multilingual students to tutee roles, where
they are expected to receive knowledge and guidance. By investing in tutor education and
founding HELP, these multilingual students discussed in this study began to imagine
membership in communities of writing tutors, of writerly conversations, and also of students
who contribute to their peers’ success as they continue to learn to write.
Drawing on Norton’s model, Kanno (2008), explores how the notion of imagined
communities collided with structural inequalities for Japanese students in bilingual education and
found that different communities were imagined for students according to their socioeconomic
status and therefore shaped the nature of the education they received. Kanno’s findings indict
curricula that narrow children’s possibilities for identity options, which in turn narrow access to
communities, real and imagined. Kanno (2008) demonstrates the sites of struggle for negotiation
of meanings and identities (e.g, low income, bilingual, immigrant) associated with members of
real communities, which in turn constrained options for imagined communities with increased
social capital. Because power dynamics are always in play, investment, then, is no guarantee of
access to increased social capital. The options for access become more complex when we
consider that although students invest in learning which they can leverage to greater social
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capital, it seems that investment does not guarantee access to the imagination of the
communities. In other words, Kanno’s findings lead us to investigate the implications of who is
doing the imagining and on whose behalf. In this way, agency is a function of identity. Identities
that are sanctioned with institutional decision-making power often imagine possible communities
and relationships for members of the institution, such as happened in the bilingual program
Kanno studied.
Since identities in a poststructuralist frame are inherently social and a result of struggle
and negotiation, it is essential to understand the role of the community where the identity
formation occurs. In her study of identity formation and language learners, Tsui (2007) argues
that “there are two important sources of identity formation: the individual recognizes that he or
she possesses competence that his or her community values and the individual is given
legitimacy or access to practice” (p. 675). That is to say that, successful investment in language
learning requires the recognition of that success by stakeholders in the community of practice
whom those competences would benefit. For HELPers, the investment in furthering their
language learning and beginning tutor training may be valuable or for each student individually,
but the cultural capital they amass is undeniably more powerful upon being granted legitimacy to
occupy the role of writing tutors by students who may need their skills and training and by the
interested stakeholders in that community such as the tutor trainer and relevant administrators of
the department and writing program.
In the following section, I briefly outline the features of writing center programs in
collaborative learning models and argue that critical communities of practice provide the most
promising paradigm to understand the identity negotiations of multilingual student tutors in antideficit contexts.

30

Writing Centers Toward Communities of Practice: Reimagining Identities and Spaces
Writing centers provide a unique institutional opportunity to reconsider the roles and how
we might disrupt the fog of deficit in multilingual writing scholarship. The construct of
Communities of Practice (e.g., Wenger, 1998) provides a theoretical framework for rethinking
the position that students occupy constrain or expand their agency. Before I discuss communities
of practice, I will briefly discuss the model of collaborative learning because of its affinity to
writing centers as critical communities of practice owing to the more expansive view of the
dynamics of learning.

Writing Centers and Collaborative Learning
Writing centers are now immediately recognized for being spaces where students can
seek out opportunities for learning and engagement that happens outside of sanctioned academic
curricula, but this was not always the case. Bruffee (1984) sketched a brief history of
collaborative learning and proposed its possibilities in writing pedagogy, highlighting the role of
peer-to-peer conversation plays in the quality of learning in a social context. He notes, “besides
providing a particular kind of conversation, collaborative learning also provides a particular kind
of social context for conversation, a particular kind of community--a community of status equals:
peers” (1984, p. 642). Naturally, writing center scholarship has concerned itself with what
happens in these writing contexts and with the writing talk that proceeds when writers work
collaboratively. Since then, collaborative learning has been explored at various levels, from what
happens when tutors and writers work together, all the way to what happens when institutions
adopt the ethos of collaborative learning. For example, Trimbur (1992) sees writing conferences
as spaces of possibility. Trimbur asks scholars to “see tutoring not simply as a dyadic
relationship between tutors and tutees but as a part of the wider social and cultural networks that
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shape students’ emergence into literacy (p.174). Trimbur’s more expansive view of tutoring
raises questions about how students are motivated to make their first visit to a writing center and
even how students should understand the role of a reader and value formative feedback. If
tutoring can move beyond the dyad in the writing center, Trimbur’s proposal also requires
faculty to reimagine the role of the many kinds of conversations they encourage students to have
about writing. In order to avoid the clinical moment of the tutoring dyad, Trimbur seems to be
suggesting collaboration rather than consultation as a reframing of a productive writing
conversation in a writing center conference.
In her argument for writing centers as collaborative learning spaces and spaces for
institutional collaboration, Eodice (2003) notes a range of qualities inherent in collaboration that
illuminate some of the networks Trimbur envisioned:
Collaboration (in, over, during?) text production--the writer-to-writer talk, the mix of
handwriting coloring a document, the shared excitement about a simple (re)construction,
the alternate achievement of clarity or chaos in the feedback, the way time passes
differently, the un-aloneness of work--all of these embody our centers. (pp. 115-16)
It is obvious that a collaborative learning space like a writing center is generative for the student
writers that visit it, but the transformative power of a collaborative learning approach is also
observed in how the tutors approach their own learning. Eodice goes on to suggest that working
with writers allows for tutors themselves to reflect on their self-directed learning (2003, p. 120).
In her reflection of the relationships that exist in writing centers, Eodice lingers on the meanings
of writing “consultants” which she says imply collaboration, and the meaning of “tutor” which is
framed in a transmission model of education. It is worth noting the undertones of critical
pedagogy in Eodice’s observation about the meaning of “tutor” and the connection of her
observation to the “transmission model of education,” which Freire (1970) has long denounced
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as the “banking concept” of education. I will return to this intersection in my discussion of
Critical Pedagogy and Communities of Practice in this framework below.

Writing Centers, Identity, and Communities of Practice
It goes without saying that collaborative learning presupposes a community in which that
collaboration takes place. More recently, Anne Geller, Michelle Eodice, Frankie Condon, Meg
Carroll, and Elizabeth Bouquet (2007) conceived of writing centers as Communities of Practice
following the work of Wenger (1998b). They take up Wenger’s work to understand how students
negotiate and develop identities in writing centers. They note that “communities of practice are
about content— about learning as a living experience of negotiating meaning— not about form”
(Geller et al, 2007, p.8). This focus on content and negotiating meaning makes the community of
practice framework particularly valuable for an analysis of identity formation and student agency
negotiation for the multilingual tutors in HELP. Furthermore, Geller et al. reiterate that the
framing of a writing center as a community of practice is most valuable for how it allows us to
understand the negotiation of identities within the space and how those participants discuss
meaningful experiences as well as the “shared historical and social resources . . . that can sustain
mutual engagement in action,” (Geller et al, 2007 p. 83). For the HELPers, it is exactly the
negotiation of shared historical and social resources that prepared the ground for the community
of practice they created in and through those negotiations.
Wenger’s valuing of meaningful activities in community is present in Freire’s dialogic
and recursive framework for critical consciousness wherein the members of the community
move intentionally between problem posing to thesis testing and back again for new rounds of
question posing and testing. Geller et al. (2007) draw on Wenger’s (1998b) work to argue that, as
communities of practice, writing centers have a history of exploring the ways in which meaning
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is negotiated among mutually engaged participants, negotiation that “in practice always involves
the whole person” (p. 7). This framing of the participant as a “whole person” is striking because
it attends to the many and competing demands and interests that compel a person to act. As I’ve
said above, any analysis of multilingualism cannot escape an analysis of race. That is, it was not
lost on the HELPers that in addition being a group of international, multilingual students, they
were also a group of international students from East and Southeast Asia studying in the United
States.
Vandrick (2010) discusses the implications of a social class analysis of international
students, and reexamines how the various identities ascribed to ESL students condition their
experiences in universities. Although many of her observations about the lack of privilege many
ESL students face on U.S. college campuses focus on linguistic identities most sharply, I argue
that considerations of race only accentuate the constraints students experience as they suffer the
aggressions resulting from linguistic and cultural profiling and racialization. In particular,
Vandrick shows the clear real-world effects of embodied language in the classroom. She notes
that ESL students may not be able to “expect that professors and students will hear what [the
student] says and how just how [he or she] says it” (p. 57). In addition to demonstrating how
language exists embodied in a person, who has associations to social class, race, gender, etc.,
Vandrick also notes how languages are inextricably linked to countries and countries in ways
that are more visible for some students than others. Vandrick illustrates this by remind readers
that many ESL students often have to navigate being identified as “possible plagiarizers,
because…professors make generalization claiming that plagiarism is more culturally
acceptable” (2015, p 57) as has been the case for so many students from East Asian cultures.
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Discussions about a language are inextricable from discussions of the embodied speakers
of that language and require that we take holistic stance, a priori. So, then, if we take that
participants in a community of practice are a priori whole persons, then we must also consider
the intersections of their lives and goals and interests as they relate to their participation in
communities as students, tutors, writers, and users of languages and the relationships associated
with those identities.
Geller et al. expand Wenger’s argument that designing for learning must not be
predicated on divisions of labor between subjects and objects of learning, as Freire and Wenger
might have put it. They argue that a learning design “must be based on something other than the
familiar stratification between directors and tutors, tutors and writers, directors and professors,
peer tutors and professional instructors” (Geller et al 2007, p. 7). Geller and her colleagues make
an essentially Freirean argument that by accepting a holistic view of participants, a learning
community decentralizes authority and therefore democratizes labor as well as access to the
benefits of that labor.
In fact, taken together, the thrust of these arguments is central to Freire’s pedagogy,
which he outlined in Teachers as Cultural Workers - Letters to Those Who Dare Teach (1998).
As he puts it,
The process of knowing, which involves the whole conscious self, feelings, emotions,
memory, affects, an epistemologically curious mind, focused on the object, equally
involves other thinking subjects, that is, others also capable of knowing and being
curious. This simply means that the relationship called “thinking” is not enclosed in a
relationship “thinking subject - knowable object” because it extends to other thinking
subjects. (p. 92)
Although Freire’s critique is battling forces of elitist rationalism and arguing for democratizing
power of social constructivism in education, the rejection of power dynamics in dichotomies of
teacher and student, and the intellectual versus the embodied are clear in this excerpt. Freire’s
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view encapsulates the constellation of values for a critical community of practice: full agency
involves the whole self which in turn also involves the self’s relation to other thinking subjects. I
want to note here that, in my view, race is a central feature of the whole person. It is perhaps
fitting that the absence of explicit mentions of race in Freire’s description of “the whole
conscious self” refer to the invisible and always-present forces that race exerts on our
experiences. Therefore, it is self-evident, in my view that race conditions the relationships which
Freire calls “thinking,” as above. That is, it is self-evident that race conditions our “feelings,”
“emotions,” “memory,” “affects,” and even the object of our “epistemologically curious mind”
(p. 92). Similarly, it is self-evident that an analysis of language is informed by covert and overt
considerations of race, especially when the language is that of a racialized, minoritized student or
community.
A critical community of practice is a space that is designed for those thinking
relationships to manifest. When we consider writing centers as critical communities of practice
as in Geller et al (2007), we must also accept the premises that critical communities of practice
are communities designed for situated learning which are shaped by all members, with equal
distance to power, shared responsibility of labor and equitable access to the benefits of that labor.
In this chapter, I have demonstrated that multilingual students and the programs that
support them must negotiate the fog of deficit that surrounds linguistic diversity in writing
centers, the scholarship of second language writing, and the environments of writing programs
more broadly. I have also illustrated the dialectical relationship of agency and identity formation,
and how writing programs and communities facilitate or constrain agency development for
multilingual students through roles and labels that are available or ascribed to them.
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Considering HELP as a critical community of practice turned writing center makes the
critical pedagogy-writing center-SLW nexus an intriguing disciplinary context for understanding
how these students are deploying resources and occupying novel roles in the real and imagined
communities to which they seek to contribute. Through understanding and researching how these
students in this study have developed the HELP organization, these students’ work, approaches
to tutoring, and programming decisions reveal novel and more expansive roles and identities of
multilingual students. These expansive roles and identities are especially notable as the students
negotiate tensions around language proficiency status and deficit ideologies that surround them
in the dominant literature in writing center and SLW scholarship. As I’ve shown, writing center
and SLW scholarship offers portrayals of these students in rather constrained positions as tutees
in a writing conference where often the most agency available to them was to terminate the
conference.

Introducing the Study
This dissertation examines how a program or initiative like HELP impacts these international
multilingual students’ identity formation and student agency development as they negotiate the
tensions of deficit ideologies and the possibilities of critical pedagogy. This study adopts a
Freirean critical consciousness lens and ethnographic approaches to understand how participating
in HELP impacts the participants’ sense of self as students, users of English, and writing tutors
more specifically. Generally, the present study provides an analysis of how participating in
HELP affects international multilingual students’ identities and how those shifts in turn affect
student agency development. The following research questions guide the study of this
organization and its participants:
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1. How does participating in HELP, an international-student-initiated writing center, affect
HELPers’ identities as students, writers, users of English, and writing tutors? How do
HELPers understand themselves as authorities of writing in English?

2. What can be learned about identity formation and student agency development from
HELPers self-concept as students?

3. How does participating in HELP impact HELPers’ sense of agency in their present, and
future/imagined communities?

4. What do HELP conferences reveal about L2 writers’ goals for writing conferences?

To begin to answer these questions, I have designed an embedded case study of these
international students who founded the HELP ad hoc writing center to support their fellow
international multilingual students. As a student-driven writing support program, HELP provides
a unique liminal institutional space for the students and tutors to share important insights into the
connections between student identities, agency, and anti-deficit programming in writing centers
more specifically.
In the next four chapters I outline my methods of inquiry, share my findings and discuss
the implications of this project for the field of composition, specifically in the areas of writing
centers and writing program administration, and second language writing and TESOL. In
Chapter 2, I share my research method and explain the rationale that motivates my qualitative
inquiry methods, participant selection, and data analysis approaches. I also address how my
positionality informed my analysis and relationship to “data” in this study. Specifically, my
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positionality has motivated my design of this study to take an explicitly antagonistic stance to the
pervasive and elusive narratives of helplessness and deficit that are ascribed to multilingual
students in colleges and universities.
In Chapter 3, “Institutional Labels: Identity Dissonance and Expectations,” I lay out the
institutional context that these students encountered at Great Bay University and argue that the
institutional contexts students encounter both establish expectations and provoke dissonance
about possible identities for these students on campus. That is, the analysis in this chapter
examines the labels and meanings students are ascribed, which then informs an analysis of how
negotiating those labels and meanings reveals moments of identity formation and student agency
development.
In Chapter 4, “A Critical Perspective on Identity Formation in Second Language
Writing,” I propose a theory for critical identity development to be used in our understanding of
multilingual students’ student agency and identities. I argue that student agency motivates
students’ ability to respond to and shape the conditions that surround them. In turn, this agency
leads to identity development that counters the deficit narratives that these students are
associated with on their campuses.
In Chapter 5, “Helpers, Sisters, and Writing Long (Enough): Lessons from an L1 Writing
Conference,” I illustrate the concepts and theory from Chapter 4 by providing a descriptive, indepth view of a HELP writing conference, conducted in the students’ shared L1. The tutoring
observed in the conference illustrates the dynamics of a writing conference between a HELPer
and Partner (the name HELPers chose for the student writer—Hi English Learning Partner) as
they co-construct a conference about the Partner’s essay. By enacting a conference “designed for
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learning” as discussed above, the insights in this chapter expand our understanding of the goals
multilingual students have for their own written work and their goals as writers.
In Chapter 6, “A Unicorn with the Head of a Horse: Implications for Imagining
Communities for Writing Centers, WPAs, and TA Training,” I conclude and summarize the
findings of this dissertation. Specifically, I discuss implications for program design and
implementing new design models that reimagine ML student identities and conceptualizations of
agency with an eye towards explicitly disrupting deficit-laden, exoticizing views of these
students.
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Chapter II
Methodology and Research Design
My dissertation examines how participation in HELP, an unofficial writing center staffed
by multilingual (ML) international students to support other multilingual writers (MLW) with
their writing, impacts identity formation and develops student agency. This three-year
qualitative research project informed by ethnographic methods examines one graduate and six
undergraduate international multilingual students working in a writing center for multilingual
students which they founded and staffed.
The research questions are designed to understand the impacts of an bottom-up support
initiative like HELP on its campus, and to understand how participation in HELP impacts
participants’ sense of self as students generally, and users of English more specifically. As such,
the following research questions are:
1. How does participating in HELP, a international student-initiated writing center affect
HELPers’ identities as students, writers, users of English, and writing tutors? How do
HELPers understand themselves as authorities of writing in English?

2. What can be learned about identity formation and student agency development from
HELPers self-concept as students?

3. How does participating in HELP impact HELPers’ sense of agency in their present, and
future/imagined communities?

4. What do HELP conferences reveal about L2 writers’ goals for writing conferences?
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A Framework of Language Learning, Identity, and Agency
This project takes a poststructuralist view of language and identity (Norton 2000) which,
following Bakhtin (1986), holds that language is a socially situated performance in which
speakers struggle to create meanings, and, as such, shape the nature of social relations. Identity is
theorized as multiple, changing, and a site of struggle (Norton & Toohey 2011). Tsui (2007)
argues that "there are two important sources of identity formation: the individual recognizes that
he or she possesses competence that his or her community values, and the individual is given
legitimacy or access to practice” (675). In this project, I focus on how writing tutors wrestle with
the tensions in their identities as international MLWs, language learners, tutors, and the
imagined identities and imagined communities that forming the HELP center has afforded them.
In the field of Second Language Writing (SLW) in Composition and Rhetoric, scholars
have developed concepts of identity that reveal how MLWs’ identities are shaped via labels
imposed on them and how those markers shape their identities beyond their status as language
learners (e.g., Ortmeier-Hooper, 2008; Cox et al, 2010). Additionally, SLW has investigated
how concepts of agency impact not only students’ identities but also inform pedagogical
practices at the institutional level (eg. Shapiro et al, 2016; Saekhum, 2016). The connection
between identity and agency is worth arguing for.
So, then, adopting constructivist epistemology, I take a poststructuralist view of language
combined with a Freirean Critical Consciousness framework to trace moments of identity
formation and student agency development. Fundamentally, I assume that 1) knowledge is
constructed, 2) language is a site of struggle and identity and is therefore always shifting, and 3)
identity is best understood through a lens of critical consciousness, the process by which one
applies critical thinking to better understand one’s current situation, concrete reality, and work
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out possible solutions that defeat the limitations that act on one’s reality. While post-structuralist
theory aids us in understanding identity as shifting, Freire’s critical consciousness theory helps
us track conscious "readings of the world" that lead to changes, which is critical for agency
development or agency manifestation. That is, examining how the participants make meaning of
the contexts they encounter (e.g., feeling unsupported or rejected) and the labels they are
ascribed (e.g., ESL student,) and the labels they create (e.g., writing tutor or HELPer) allows the
various tracings of identity formation and student agency development. In this dissertation, the
case studies allow me to share thick, rich descriptions of the students as cases of identity shifts
and agency development.

Method
This project employs a case study methodology (Yin, 2013) for its ability to focus on
contemporary phenomena within participants’ real-life contexts, and suitability to capture
multiple variables and sources of evidence (Yin, 1994). Further, because case study methods
allow triangulation of multiple sources of data, embedded case studies of the HELP program and
HELPers will provide a rich descriptive account of how such programming may impact
participants, and how participants influence the design of the program. In this section I provide
a description of the HELP program from its inception through the four years I was involved with
the program that is the focus of this study. I explain the rationale for participant selection and
decisions regarding sample size. All participants and locations are identified by pseudonyms to
maintain confidentiality7 and abide by qualitative research guidelines as stipulated in the IRBapproved consent form signed by all participants.

7

One important point of contention about confidentiality arises when I discuss a manuscript I am writing with
founding HELPers. Those participants felt it was important to be named in those excerpts because of the ethos that
attempt at authorship afforded them. Because I consider this a performance of identity and authorial ethos I chose to
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Context
This study took place at a research land grant university in the northeast United States
with approximately 15,000 undergraduate and graduate students. Great Bay University, a
Predominantly White Institution, has a fairly homogenous student population (approximately
77% white, non-Hispanic), and draws its undergraduate population from neighboring regions in
New England, in particular. Institutional data reports that 479 international, undergraduate
students were enrolled in degree-seeking programs in 2017.
No meaningful discussion of HELP could happen without acknowledging the University
Writing Center, the ESL Institute, and the Zelos Program, the pathway program for international
students. These programs are relevant to the study context because they are institutional forces
that loom all around HELP and HELPers as they worked to attain some institutional status as
well. In what follows I provide a description of the ESL Institute, the Zelos Program, the
University Writing Center, and HELP to contextualize the ideological space and context of
HELP as an entity and of the participants8.
The ESL Institute. The ESL Institute is housed in the English Department at GBU and,
although some community members enroll in courses of intensive English Study, the ESL
Institute is primarily poised to prepare its students for academic work and university student life
in the United States. Detailed institutional data is not available for the ESL student population,
but the overwhelming majority of ESL students in the Institute were Chinese from 2014-18.

respect their desires to name how they appear in what is so much of their own work. Therefore, I have chosen to
keep their names as authors but do not make connections between them and their aliases for the discussions in this
dissertation.
8
I discuss these programs in more detail in Chapter 3.
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Interestingly, Institutional Research & Assessment collects data only on “degree-seeking”
students, and, since ESL students are conditionally accepted and only matriculate into GBU as
degree-seeking students upon successful completion of the program and meeting the TOEFL cut
off score, demographic data is not readily available. The ESL Institute at GBU reports
approximately 350 conditionally accepted students in 2014, a steady decline to 80 students in
2018-2019, and projects that 40 students will enroll in Fall 2020 (Personal Communication,
April 17, 2019).
The Zelos9 program. The Zelos program is one of the major global pathway, prematriculation programs for international students. Like other programs of its kind, Zelos offers
students conditional acceptance to GBU if students complete its course sequence that typically
runs four or five semesters and includes ESL courses and introductory courses in a Liberal Arts
curriculum, depending on placement scores. Although students in this program are “shared” by
the Zelos program and the ESL Institute, the two programs are independent of each other: while
the ESL Institute is part of the English Department, the Zelos program has “internationalization
partnerships” to develop its program on GBU’s campus like on many other campuses around the
world.

The University Writing Center. The university writing center offers one-on-one writing
conferences to current GBU students (undergraduate and graduate) in fifty-minute conferences.
The UWC website advertises working collaboratively with “writers from all disciplines on many
different kinds of academic writing”. The UWC website links to resources for students and
faculty on how produce and respond to various kinds of texts.

9

Zelos is a pseudonym for the bridge program that brings international students to Great Bay University.
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The HELP program. HELP (Hi! English Learning Partner), began as a student club
founded by international, multilingual students approved by the GBU student government in
2014. Founding HELPers conceived of HELP as a site of support for other international students
to work on their writing and help new international multilingual undergraduate students into the
academic practices of American universities, such as how to use academic supports like the
writing center. Mei Ling, Xiaolaoshi, Xiaoyu, Jiaqiao10 and a group of other students
approached me in the summer of 2014 to help advise and train them on how to maintain such a
club. Membership in HELP was entirely voluntary: students only had to be interested in working
with other students on their writing and be willing to participate in the weekly training to that
effect. HELPers, all non-native English speakers, and many still emergent writers themselves,
all self-selected into their roles as writing tutors.
HELPers met for at least two hours every Friday after classes during the academic year,
including summer semesters. Because of its status as a club, HELP had no designated meeting
space, but could reserve spaces in the student center every week. HELPers elected to reserve
large group study and conference rooms in one of the campus libraries so that the room would be
equipped with a projector, whiteboard and desks. Such spaces reflected the group’s academic
ethos. After a few weeks of managing the logistics of reserving a room, HELPers decided that
each HELPer would reserve the room at the same time, one each week, to ensure that the room
was secured for group’s purposes for the semester. Approximately four semesters later, the ESL
Institute recruited HELP members to serve as tutors in the Institute, and subsequently adopted
HELP wholesale into the organizational scheme of the ESL Institute and included staffing and
10

All names are pseudonyms. “Xiaolaoshi” means “little teacher” when it is not capitalized to denote that it is a
nickname and not a family name. For this project, I’ve opted to capitalize it to help on-screen readers.
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space allocations into its budget which also included a weekly stipend for me to train and serve
as a liaison between the ESL Institute director and the tutors.

Participants
Case study methodology affords researchers the use of purposeful sampling “to select
information-rich cases whose study will illuminate the questions under study (Patton 1990 p.
169, qtd in Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993). Guided by case study methodology, I
employed purposeful sampling to recruit seven NNES international student members of HELP
(Hi! English Learning Partner) at GBU for this study.
Table 1 Participants
Pseudonym Sex

Languages

Major/minor

Role/
Semesters Time in HELP
Generation in ESL
Institute

Mei Ling

F

English,
Malay,
Mandarin

Environmental
Engineering

Founding
HELPer
G1

1

Sophomore to
Senior year

Jiaqiao

F

Mandarin,
English

Chemical
Engineering

Founding
HELPer
G1

2

First year to
Senior Year

Xiaoyu

F

Mandarin,
English

Linguistics MA

Founding
HELPer
G1

n/a

Two years

Xiaolaoshi F

Mandarin,
Engish

English
Teaching

Founding
HELPer
G1

5

First year to
Senior Year

Kang

F

Mandarin,
Engish

Math

HELPer
G2

2

Sophomore to
Senior year

Pan

F

Mandarin,
Engish

Math

HELPer
G2

2

Sophomore to
Senior year

Mao

F

Mandarin,
Engish

Civil
Engineering

Partner,
then

5

ESL to Senior
Year (as Writer
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HELPer.
G2
Xiaohong

F

Mandarin,
English

Geography,
Business

Partner,
then
HELPer.
G2

then HELPer
5

ESL to Senior
Year (as Writer
then HELPer

Given that the aim of this study is to trace identity formation and student agency
development in a critical consciousness framework, founding members of HELP are good
candidates to understand how the impetus for founding the group correlated with other moments
of identity formation and student agency development because founding HELPer participants’
motivations are markedly different from HELPers who joined the project after its inception.
Four of the participants were founding members of HELP and the remaining three were
members of the second and third generations of HELPers who joined well after the establishment
of the group. All participants spoke Mandarin Chinese and English, and one participant, Mei
Ling, also spoke Malay. I had already worked with two of the founding member participants for
this study in a previous pilot study in 2015.
On the other hand, 2nd and 3rd generation HELPers are vital to understanding possible
shifts in the identity of the group as well as possible differences in motivation for choosing to
participate in the ongoing training and work of being a writing tutor in HELP. In the course of
my work and informal interviews with incoming HELPers, I observed that later generations
were not aware of the push to respond to a lack of writing support for international students like
themselves. Instead, they joined the project because they heard about it from friends on campus,
and wanted some experience talking about writing and hoped that their own writing might
improve as a result of training to talk about others’ writing.
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Data Collection
Data
The following sources of data will be used to conduct an artifact analysis triangulation as
part of an embedded case study as described above:
1. Transcribed interviews (semi-structured and narrative history) with student
participants
2. Samples of HELP leaders’ writing about the program (article-in-process, training
manual, BLOG, personal communication with HELPers in group WeChat)
3. Audio-recorded writing conferences between HELP participants and “Partners”
(student writers) (transcribed), along with other writing conference activity (i.e.,
tutor conference notes).
4. Institutional data and artifacts, including the HELP training manual developed
and written by the founding generation of HELPers written two semesters after
the beginning of HELP and amended in its second year (Appendix).
The table below demonstrates the data collected by date and its alignment to the research
questions.
Table 2 Data
Research Questions

Participant
Cases

Data connected to this question

RQ1: What is the impact of
Participation in HELP on
identities as writers, students,
users of English, and tutors?

Xiaolaoshi,
Xiayu, Mei Ling,
Jiaqiao

Learning Blog, HELP Manual, interviews,
tutor notes, article-in-progress, personal
communication.

RQ2: What can be learned
about identity formation and
student agency development

Xiaolaoshi,
Xiayu, Mei Ling,
Jiaqiao, Mao,
Jiaqiao

Learning Blog, HELP Manual, interviews,
article-in-progress, institutional artifacts,
personal communication.
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RQ3: What do HELP
conferences reveal about L2
writers’ goals for writing
conferences?

Mao, Jiaqiao,
Kang, Pan

Learning Blog, HELP Manual, interviews,
transcribed writing conferences, tutor notes,
personal communication.

Transcribed Interviews
To trace identity and agency shifts, I conducted interviews in summer 2015 with founding
HELPers, just one year after beginning training. These initial interviews served as benchmarks to
trace how the founding HELPers understood their roles as students who worked to found this
club (a manifestation of student agency) and how they understood their roles as tutors in the
newly-founded group to work as a writing center. The Narrative Interviews, conducted in
summer 2017, were designed to offer participants an opportunity to reflect on their experiences
in HELP and offer narratives of important moments and shifts in their time as tutors in HELP.

Initial interviews. Semi-structured interviews were conducted in 2015 individually or in
pairs to accommodate participants’ schedules and preferences. Participants responded to
my questions individually, but also commented on one another’s responses throughout
the interview which lasted approximately one hour and fifteen minutes. Interviews where
participants responded to my questions and followed up on other participants’ responses
were generative because participants were able to elaborate on previous responses. These
initial interviews were designed to investigate how HELPers understood aspects of their
work as tutors (e.g., What is the job of the tutor/HELPer? What makes students trust
you?) and how their work as tutors might impact them as students and writers (e.g., How
has being in the club changed your ideas about writing? What did you expect to get from
HELP? Do you have any specific learning expectations?).
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Narrative Interviews. All participants were asked to return to the blog to identify
threshold/meaningful moments in their history as HELPers. Participants were asked to
identify such thresholds as “chapters” in the “story” of their participation in HELP and
then participate in a 60-minute stimulated recall interview with me to discuss the choices
and themes for their “narrative chapters.” Titling the “chapters” of their time in HELP
was particularly generative for the interviews. Narrative interviews provided an
opportunity for a richer understanding of what participants see as most impactful
moments in their participation and therefore help to trace any changes in student agency
and their identities as tutors and students.

Samples of HELP leaders’ writing about the program (article-in-process, training manual,
BLOG, personal communication in HELP group WeChat)
I collected several artifacts for triangulating identity and learning development of HELPers.
Below, I have organized the artifacts for their utility in my analysis of identity shifts and agency
development to more granular insights of writing conferences and tutoring practices.

Article-in-progress. I collected drafts of a program description the HELPers and I were
writing about HELP. In it, co-authors discussed early moments in HELP and some
motivations and insecurities they had about being involved in HELP. These drafts were
crucial in understanding founding HELPers’ motivations more fully, which enriched my
analyses of identity shifts and agency development.
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HELP Manual. While the Manual's purpose is to record and keep track of best practices
for subsequent HELPers, it is also an artifact with which HELPers keep a record of their
cumulative learning. Founding HELPers saw the Manual as a vehicle for knowledge
transmission as well as a first major artifact of the organization. Given that there is only a
two-draft edition of the Manual, this data source is an important snapshot in of HELP and
the HELPers’ knowledge at that time, which contrasts with later posts on similar topics in
the blog. Since four of the co-authors are participants in the study, I elected to use this
artifact to trace developments in tutoring knowledge to triangulate developments in
writing discourse and tutor identities, which can be investigated through an analysis of
the major themes the authors covered in the major sections, as an early record of
knowledge for that group of tutors.

Learning Blog. The HELP Learning Blog was established as a private Wordpress blog to
serve as a training and reflection log for HELP tutors. Generally, I provided some text or
video or other material that HELPers would study and then respond to with respect to the
week’s theme. HELPers would respond to the training material and other tutor’s posts, if
appropriate. I responded regularly to model responses and to highlight important
observations and offer probing questions in the tutors’ posts. The content of Blog
responses foregrounded the major points of discussion for part of the time in our inperson trainings the following week
Initially, the Blog was established for two purposes: 1) as a training site to develop a
record of the history of ideas for HELP, and, 2) since most HELPers were not humanities
majors, the Blog served as a way to reinforce a habit of writing at least weekly to
continue to develop academic reading and writing practices that may not be explicitly
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emphasized in coursework such as summary and paraphrasing skills required for
effectively responding to texts. Over time, the Blog served as a corpus to trace the
poster’s writing development and professionalization.
Each semester, one HELPer was responsible for posting the week’s questions to the
Blog, which required that the Blog Manager provide a summary of that week’s training
and offer a connection to the training material for the following week. For the first two
years, HELPers contributed to the Blog weekly to track their learning, from the beginning
of their work in HELP. Entries consisted of reactions to readings and training materials,
or responses to issues that arose during training or during their conferences with partners.
There is one striking gap in the Blog that spanned one and half semesters when most new
tutors did not make blog entries.
This gap in the Blog has been referenced by first generation HELPers in the Narrative
Interviews as a key moment in HELP’s history as a test of its viability. Further,
participants who constituted that second generation addressed that semester of blog in
their narrative interviews as a critical moment in perseverance where they thought they
would quit HELP, but found meaning in the work of the community they were a part of.
Strikingly, there was a period of inactivity in the blog for one semester which cooccurred with the onboarding of a second generation of HELPers, who effectively
rejected the assignment of the Blog and did not complete most of the training for that
semester. Founding members understood this “second generation gap” as a gap between
the two generations’ commitment to the cause of HELP but was mitigated after one
semester when the first generation shared more of the history of HELP and their goals as
a group.
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The learning blog served to understand the programmatic decisions and stages of
HELP, as well as individual HELPers’ learning of writerly discourse and changes of
literacy practices. The Blog spanned 4 years of my participation and work with HELP
and yielded a corpus of 746 pages.

Personal Communication. To triangulate, I also used conversations on our group
WeChat where HELPers could ask emergent questions, or ask for advice on an
assignment or piece of writing a Partner brought in. HELPers also used WeChat to
communicate privately with me about personal matters like issues in coursework, or
scholarship applications, for example.

Writing Conferences (transcribed) and Writing Center Activity
Writing Conference Transcripts. I asked all tutors in the study to record conferences in
order to study trends in writing conferences conducted in MLWs L1, but since HELPers
reported that it would make the student writers uncomfortable and detract from the
“environment and comfort” of the session, there was very low compliance. However, one
HELPer recorded and submitted three conferences with appropriate consent from the two
respective student writers. Two of the conferences were conducted in Mandarin11, the
tutor and tutee’s L1, and last approximately 55 minutes. The other conference I collected
from the same tutor was conducted in English since it was the shared language between
the tutor and tutee in that conference. Interestingly, this conference lasted approximately

11

Conferences conducted in Mandarin were translated by another HELPer who is familar to the tutee and the tutor
in the conference.
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90 minutes because the tutor reported more difficulties negotiating an agenda with the
writer who mostly wanted to discuss grammar revisions and their rules.

Post-Conference Tutor Notes. Additionally, I asked all participating tutors to submit
post-conference notes and reflections. Generally, the conference notes included one or
two sentences about what they addressed in the conference, some notes about the student
concerns, and some notes from the tutor about challenges and successes in the
conference.

Data Analysis
All interview data was transcribed and coded for emergent themes in the interview texts.
Since I focused on tracing moments of critical agency and identity development, my analysis
focused on the content of the data rather than on any particular discourse features of the
respondents. I employed intelligent verbatim transcription, which retained respondents’ verbatim
speech, and did not edit according to grammaticality in standardized English, but omitted
discourse fillers.
Coding and analysis was performed with qualitative data analysis software MAXQDA
12, which facilitated frequency counts for each participant as well as queries for events where
coded segments intersected or overlapped, allowing for initial quantitative analysis of the
tensions in the themes across the data sources to refine my focus on themes with higher density
of hits in a first pass.
Participant data and responses were broken down into events. In the blog, an “event” is a
discrete blog entry or comment made by a participant as identified by timestamps. In the
interviews, an “event” is a discrete response to a question from the interview protocols (see
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Table 2.3 for example). Responses were counted as different events if responses continued the
theme of larger question but were expansions on previous points. In the conference transcripts,
events were speaking turns, including interruptions or other pragmatics to manage turn-taking
that could be heard in the audio recording. In the manual, an “event” is a chapter authored by the
participants. For practical reasons, events were parsed as paragraphs, speaking turns, and
contributions in the manual, respectively, to capture the largest discrete units that could be
attributed to each participant.
For each corpus (interviews, writing center activity, transcribed writing conferences), I
coded each corpus using in vivo codes as in Saldana (2009) to establish how the participants
discussed/wrote about their identities as students, writers, and peer-tutors of writing.
Subsequently, I grouped in vivo codes in each corpus to capture moments of identity shifts,
student agency development and writing and writing conference themes in the responses.
Furthermore, to address concerns of reliability and validity (Yin, 2009), I explained the
coding scheme to outside readers and asked them to code portions of the transcript, to ensure
reliability for the coding system and make any adjustments necessary.
Some types of texts were analyzed by a form of textual tracing (Prior, 1998, 2004) to
understand how a respondent’s domain-specific discourse has grown or changed over time (e.g.,
in the learning blog, it was possible to trace the development of “tutor talk and writing
discourse” over the course of the semester, which eventually made its way into the Training
Manual).
In the table below, I provide codes, themes, and examples of some of the codes I used to
trace each aspect of my research questions about identity formation, student agency
development, and insights about writing and writing center practices from HELPers.
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Table 3 Codes and Examples
Theme

Code/ Definition

Student
Agency

“Agency” Code is assigned
to events where HELPers
recognize/act on choices for
change

Identity
Shifts

“Reader” Code is assigned
when participants discuss
adopting a reader stance to
characterize tutor identities

Writing
and
Tutoring

“Writing Discourse” code is
assigned to events that
display use of writing
discourse/terms of art.

Writing
and
Tutoring

“Tutor Knowledge” code is
assigned to events where
tutors make suggestions on
goals and procedures of
writing conferences

12

Chapter Examples
“Since I saw there were “words of today”,
“phrase of today”, “sentence of today” on
the writing center’s wall, I went there
several times more for looking at these
words12, phrases, and sentences, which
3
seemed helpful for improving my English.
But, just a few times, like 3 or 4, then I
didn’t go there, because they (people, also
those words, phrases, sentences) were not
nice, friendly and helpful” (article-inprogress).
“We are just readers. We read and ask the
writer questions. We do not fix mistakes
4
but point out the things that are unclear to
us from the perspective of a general
reader” (Blog)
In addition, in order to show readers we
really understand contents and relations
among the points in this reading, we
should avoid to summarize points just like
4
making a list. As for quotation, a major
reason we do it is we couldn’t find a
better way to paraphrase the idea. So
never quote stupid and useless stuff.
(Blog)
“I think during conferences, when we find
some ideas or examples are not related to
the thesis, what we really need to do first
is not cutting, but talking to writers. Since
sometimes, they seems not related to each
other because writers did not express well
in the essay. For example, ask writers
5
why did they put this example here.
Maybe in this process, you will find the
connection between the example and the
thesis. So in this situation, what we need
is to reorganize and rewrite, rather than
cutting” (Blog)

All excerpts are cited as written with no annotation regarding grammaticality or SWE mechanics
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Positionality: In her response to Coalition of Feminist Scholars in the History of
Rhetoric and Composition, Royster (2018) counsels that “we have the imperative of using
evidence-based mechanisms for seeing and understanding rhetorical actions and events and for
actually understanding and becoming articulate about what it means to be heroic or to perform
heroically or to be human and heroic simultaneously” and notes the tension in and obligations of
being “reflective and reflexive, not simply about the focal points of our curiosities but also about
ourselves as the shapers of our interrogations” (p 195-96). For my part, anti-deficit, anti-racist,
feminist work demands a stance against neutrality, but one that is rooted in reflection and
reflexiveness about ourselves and the evidence we instrumentalize and narratives we construct.
Within this project, I am positioned in complex ways. Before HELP officially began, I
was connected to many of the founding HELPers as students through my work as an instructor.
Xiaoyu, Xiaolaoshi, Jiaqiao, Mao, and Xiaohong were all students in my first-year writing
courses at some point. Given my interactions with them, I understood--and admit that I
understand so much better now--the complexities of students like them trying to manage a
college education and the identities that are tagged on to linguistic and cultural markers.
My own narrative has deeply impacted how I designed this study to reflect anti-deficit
analyses of multilingual writers in higher education contexts. For example, my own cultural and
linguistic background as multilingual student in bilingual education programs as a new
immigrant in the U.S. perfused my approach to working with these students to form a writing
center like HELP, as well as the theoretical frames I chose for how I analyzed the complex
dynamics these students negotiated and created throughout our work together.
From the very beginning of our work, I insisted on manifesting my personal investment
as a co-participant in our collective effort to build HELP, and deliberately moved away from the
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sterile detachments that often surface in attempts at researcher’s neutrality. Our objectives to
build a structure that supported other multilingual students and simultaneously contest the many
messages of doubt and deficit around multilingual writers converged in our endeavors over the
years. I got to know each HELPer closely as a teacher, mentor for navigating aspects of
university life outside of academics, and as a collaborator with HELPers in presentations in
academic work outside of classes.

Limitations
Case study research is often criticized for its inability to offer scalable generalizability.
Yin (2009) notes that credibility is a main critique of case study research in that the approach
may not be bias-proof when the researcher uses the method to find what they set out to find. I
addressed the challenges through systematic data collection and analysis procedures and by
making explicit how I triangulated my data (Yin, 2009). Glesne (2016) notes that case study
interpretations can point out significances, meanings, and critiques that, through [one’s]
representation, can inspire others to perceive, value, or act in different ways (pp 26).
This study is not meant to essentialize the experiences of the student tutors as
representative of the experiences of international, multilingual undergraduate students whether in
their roles as students, tutors, writers, or any number of other identities ascribed to them.
Instead, case studies allow me to provide rich descriptions of the experiences of the students in
HELP and not to advocate for replicability or scalable translation. Freire cautioned against the
impossibility of “export[ing] pedagogical practices without re-inventing them” and asks
practitioners to not import but recreate and rewrite his ideas (qtd in Ronald & Roskelly, 2001,
612). Readers may still have questions about the assumptions that motivate my analysis which
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seeks to explicitly value the complex agentive moves students choose to negotiate their lives in
education. In addition to providing rich descriptions to help readers understand these students’
experiences, my analysis may provide readers insights they may find useful to re-invent parts of
what I describe in their own contexts for the needs of their own communities.

Summary
This study of HELPers’ experiences as they founded and trained to sustain a writing center used
a qualitative case study design to understand how HELPers’ activity impacted identity formation
and student agency development. Multiple cases studies and multiple data sources allowed me to
interpret and represent divergent realities. Because of the nature of my ongoing participation and
relationship with these students and because data was collected throughout, my analysis
proceeded in phases sometimes simultaneous with data collection13, which no doubt
demonstrates the nature of this study as an ongoing interpretation, construction, and representation of participants’ experiences, which I found to be a positive aspect of this method.
The long-term connection with the participants allows the researcher to confirm nuances in the
analysis which benefit from an extended period of reflection for the researcher and participants.
Conducted in this way, case studies present valuable “messiness” which can inform directions of
the research and allow the researcher to investigate nuances found in earlier stages.
The next chapter will examine the early moments of identity formation for HELPers as
they negotiated labels and associations prompted by the institutional contexts students like them
found in their early years at GBU. I will discuss how institutional labels like “ESL Student,”

13

I have some reservations about the phrase “data collection” since none of the participant data would be available
without the participants active willingness to share information and experiences with me throughout this time.
Perhaps, rather than collecting it, it would be more appropriate to frame this activity as receiving (only some parts)
to the extent possible, of what participants decided to share with me.
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“GBU Student,” and “student in the ESL Institute” provoke dissonance in how the founding
HELPers experienced the campus and how that dissonance prompted these international students
to respond and negotiate that dissonance by forming HELP.
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CHAPTER III
INSTITUTIONAL LABELS PROVOKE IDENTITY DISSONANCE AND
EXPECTATIONS
The institutional context my participants encountered at Great Bay University motivated
their perceptions of the school and of themselves as students in the ESL Institute and as they
transitioned into their majors. As such, the institutional contexts and labels they encounter in the
earlier semesters of their time on campus created dissonant associations and identifications in
how the participants see themselves. For example, although “ESL student” and “GBU student”
both denote associations to the same campus and institution, the two labels create a dissonance
not only in the student’s identities, but also in how the institution provides services to those
students with double status. Institutional design creates expectations for students. More
specifically, institutional design sets boundaries around what conditions and actions are possible
in a given context. Naturally, the boundaries delineate power dynamics for all agents and entities
within that structure. Within a university, power dynamics are evident at the most basic level: the
kind of access to space and actions granted is tightly connected to the statuses one holds within
the organization. As such, labels and associations confer limits and possibilities. In short,
institutional labels encode the institution’s nuanced imaginations of the scope of agency of the
individual that embodies the labels and associations. In many ways, this chapter is an analysis of
the institutional design of the GBU and how it set up international students for certain identities.
The concept of imagined communities has been important in discussions of how
ideologies are adopted en masse. Benedict Anderson (1991) proposed the idea that large
communities or entities like nations are, in effect, imagined since no one member will ever know
most fellow members of that community. Nonetheless, through some act of imagination,
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individuals come to see themselves and one another as members of that community or entity.
Bonny Norton (2001) and others have taken up the concept of imagined communities to
conceptualize the act of language learning as an access point to imagined communities in their
own right.
Anderson posits imagination as a social process that, like all social processes, is affected
by relational power dynamics. With this in mind, Pavlenko & Norton (2007) extend Anderson’s
argument that “those in power oftentimes do the imagining for the rest of their fellow citizens,
offering them certain identity options and leaving other options “unimaginable” (p. 590). Norton
argues that “an imagined community presupposes an imagined identity--one that offers an
enhanced range of possibilities for the future” (Pavlenko & Norton p. 598).
I argue that the institutional contexts that the participants encountered on campus shaped
the range of imagined identities and imagined communities available to them (Anderson,
1991). Specifically, I provide a theoretical overview of identity formation and then map the
trajectories of Xiaolaoshi, Xiaoyu, Mei Ling, and Jiaqiao, four of the founders of HELP as they
experienced the ESL Institute and the University. I discuss how HELPers leveraged the
establishment of HELP to negotiate the institutional labels they were associated with in ways that
confronted the perceived constraints set up by those institutional labels. My findings suggest
that the establishment of HELP served as a mechanism for identity formation and student agency
development insofar as the four original students negotiated the various identifiers and identities
during their undergraduate studies by negotiating meanings in order to work toward imagined
identities and toward an imagined community of language learners, who are, like them,
international multilingual students. Finally, I end by sketching out the institutional contexts the
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four founding HELPers encountered that led to the establishment of HELP at Great Bay
University and conclude by proposing that identity formation is itself a manifestation of agency.

The Framework of Identity Formation
In order to understand identity formation as I see it in the founding members of HELP, I
want first to outline the component parts of identity formation as a concept. Following the work
of Wenger (1998), Tsui (2007) argues that it is the dual process of identification and negotiation
of meanings that promote identity formation. Identification is the investment of self in building
associations and differentiations. For these HELPers, investment of self is the choice to align
themselves with the ideological motivations and logistical processes of forming a student
organization like HELP. Investment of self necessarily involves decisions that affirm relations
and provoke differentiations, or decisions to adopt, reject, or negotiate identifications and
meanings one becomes conscious of. There are, of course, a number of decisions and relations
represented and reified in HELP. Among others, in starting HELP, the founding HELPers
assented to an identity of “ESL students” who want but don’t have access to writing support, for
instance.
Tsui explains that “[i]dentification is reificative; we identify, or are being identified, as
belonging to socially organized categories, roles and so on. It is also participative; it is the lived
experience of belonging that constitutes who we are. Therefore, identification is both relational
and experiential” (Tsui 2007: 260). In other words, since, as Tsui puts it, the process of
identification is reificative, the process of identification begins much earlier than the moment
HELPers decided to form a writing club that would become a writing center, and even earlier
than the time that they enrolled in GBU, but is presumably entangled in their early experiences
with language learning. Therefore, as HELPers become aware of meanings that identify them
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(e.g., ESL student, GBU student, international, language learners), they negotiate these labels by
managing the relations and activities associated with themselves and the labels associated with
them. In this way, negotiation is deciding to participate, maintain, manage, or maintain a relation.
As such, I understand the very decision to form a writing club to support multilingual peers as an
agentive re-negotiation of labels and material circumstances. On a fundamental level, although
the labels of “ESL Student,” “GBU Student,” and “international student” all remain, their
creation of a “HELPer” and association of label imbues the other three with agency and access to
resources not previously associated with them. Now, then, students have the option to associate
with the compound labels of “ESL student who created access to writing support”, “GBU student
who has access to writing support”, and “international student who complicated her relationship
with the university by leaving institutional traces of her agency on campus”.
For example, unlike monolingual students, these multilingual students are automatically
identified by their status in the ESL Institute. In this study, participants’ processes of identity
formation via negotiations of meaning are strikingly evident in the contexts that they occupy at
the university, its ESL Institute, and HELP. In what follows, I consider how relational and
experiential aspects of identification promote these students’ identity formation. I describe how
participants are identified by third parties within the university institution and how the HELPers
identify themselves first as international students in an ESL Bridge program, and then as they
elect to become tutors in HELP.

Coursework and Institutional Structures
In order to understand how the formation of HELP impacted the HELPers’ identity
formation processes, it is first necessary to understand the institutional labels international ESL
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students like Xiaolaoshi negotiate in their first years on the GBU campus. I begin by illustrating
how these students were onboarded to the institution as international multilingual students.
Throughout their interactions with the university and its institutions, international
students like the HELPers are associated with a number of institutional labels in their first few
months in Zelos and the ESL Institute at GBU. The various university entities ascribe many
identifiers to these students according to their visa status (e.g., international), English proficiency
(e.g., Elementary, etc.), course levels and titles (ENGL 101A), TOEFL score ranges, and even
matriculation status (ESL Student vs. GBU Student). These identifiers work in concert to project
composite identities for multilingual international students, both individually and collectively.
Meanings attributed to certain labels can be accepted, rejected or negotiated. Below, I illustrate
one instance of how the program is structured and then demonstrate how the program provokes
associations and labels onto students.
The course progression available for students at the ESL Institute was standardized for
most international ESL students at Great Bay University. The full range of courses is designed to
be completed within six semesters for students who test into the program at the Elementary level,
Level 10/11. Zelos, the bridge program through which most international multilingual students
come into GBU, simulates a progression where students can matriculate into GBU within three
semesters provided they score between 500-525 ITP on the TOEFL, which is required to place
into Level 40 Bridge, the first integrated skills course in the intensive English progression in the
ESL Institute (source unnamed to ensure anonymity, 2018). The table below illustrates how the
TOEFL placement corresponds with the courses Zelos students take in the ESL Institute. I
provide a breakdown of the population in 2014 according to their placement. I map these criteria
onto the suggested progression in the marketing materials provided by Zelos, but, as I note, the
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trajectory Zelos provides is not an entirely accurate portrayal of how most students will
experience the program. By looking at actual placement data, a clearer picture of the preparation
time (and financial obligation) of students recruited by Zelos comes into focus.
Table 4 Course Progression for ESL students 2014
Course Progression for International ESL Students via Zelus and ESL Institute
Level14

Elementar
y
ESL
10/11

Intermediat Advance
e
d
ESL 20/21
RW/LS

ESL
30/31
RW/LS

ITP
450-475

ITP
475-500

Bridge
ESL
40
IS

Academi
c English
ESL 50

FYW for ML
Students
ENG 101

IS

RW/LS
TOEFL
Range

Students
2014
n=266

ITP
425-450

32

65

51

ITP
500525
63

ITP
525-550

52

Course
load

Intensive English: ESL courses only Content courses in
Zelos

Institution
al Status

Non-matriculated student through Continuing Education

Inst’l
Label

ESL Student

ITP 550 req’d
for GBU
admission
3

Matriculated
into GBU
GBU Student

The bridge program advertises a stipulated sample course progression of three semesters in
Zelos, but this progression is not typical for most international students arriving at the GBU
campus, however. In 2014, 266 students matriculated into the GBU’s ESL Institute. The course
offerings that year included two sections of ESL10 Elementary, four sections of ESL 20

14

Reading and Writing (RW); Listening and Speaking (LS); Integrated Skills (IS)
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Intermediate, three sections of ESL 30 Advanced, four sections of ESL 40 Bridge English, three
sections of ESL 50 Academic English, and one section of English 101A, First Year Writing for
Multilingual Students. Course enrollments for that year reveal that only 118 of the 266 students
enrolling in the ESL Institute would have a trajectory that matched the one advertised in Zelos
marketing materials (i.e. enrolling at ESL40 Bridge English, and 500 TOEFL ITP). The 148
international students who did not meet the placement requirements for ESL 40 Bridge were
placed into lower levels, which extended their time in the Zelos program and delayed their
formal matriculation into GBU.15
The apparent under-placement of students points to a presumable disconnect between the
expectations the students have when they enroll with a bridge, “internationalization partner” like
Zelos: for the students, the stipulation that Zelos graduates enter the university as sophomores
implies a time savings or at least increased access. For the university and Zelos, on the other
hand, the benefits of under-placement are clear in the extended enrollment for full tuition and
fees international students. That is, the exemplars in the marketing materials prompt the
expectation that it is possible for students to enter GBU after three semesters in Zelos, which are,
more often than not, in conflict with the reality of the placement for 148 of the 266 students in
2014. Placement decisions affect how long students will remain in the Zelos or ESL program and
activate a “performance clock” that is tightly connected to students’ deficit ideas about their
English abilities or themselves as students. Thus, the placement decisions impact students’
identity formation and self-concept as students, especially when the placement is greatly
different from the students’ expectations.

15

Table 4 shows that 51 students would add one semester to the three-semester schedule projected by Zelos, 65
students would add a full year, and 32 of the students would add 6 semesters, and that is provided they earn passing
grades for each course.
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Beyond how students are recruited and placed in the university, via the ESL Institute and
the Zelos coursework, international students must then negotiate coursework designed at GBU
for matriculating multilingual students. Here is another point of relation between the individual
and the institutional relationship that further contributes to these students’ sense of self. After
successfully passing Level 50, Academic English for ESL, and achieving 550 on the TOEFL,
students are cleared to enroll in ENGL 101A, a version of a required First-Year Writing course
for multilingual students and matriculate into GBU. As many students in similar situations might
say, that is easier said than done. In order to complete the program in the projected time, students
like my participants have had to invest in their classes and in various affordances to successfully
pass all ESL courses, achieve a score of 500 IBT on the TOEFL, and gain admission to the
university.
The table below outlines the coursework for four founding HELPers. The course
progressions below represent the trajectories of Xiaolaoshi, Jiaqiao, and Mei Ling, three
undergraduate founders of HELP, from the semester they arrived at Great Bay University via the
ESL Institute and the Zelus program to their last semester before matriculating into GBU. Mei
Ling and Jiaqiao enrolled in Zelos with high TOEFL scores and therefore placed well within the
benchmark scores for the projected one-year tenure in the Zelos program before matriculating
into GBU.
The reduced course load for students in the pre-matriculation bridge program is designed
to familiarize students with a variety of courses delivered in the ways they would come to expect
at the university. From Level 10 (Elementary) to Level 30 (Advanced), students are enrolled only
in ESL courses, after which they can take one content course in the same semester Level 40
(Bridge), and again one course concurrently with Level 50 (Academic English for ESL).
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Students see enrollment in ENGL 101A, the first course in the sequence listed by the English
department, as the end of the ESL program, and also as a gateway to matriculation into the
university. Students can take two “content" courses for credit such as Calculus I or Principles of
Economics while taking ENGL 101A, after which they can matriculate into the university and
move into their majors. So, then, by the end of their ESL courses and Zelos program, students
have gotten increasing exposure to basic linguistic and academic expectations of undergraduate
coursework, but where one phase is coming to an end, it marks the beginning of their “real”
academic course.
Table 5 Course Progression for three founding HELPers
Course progression for three founding HELPers from arrival on campus to matriculation

Xiaolaoshi

Jiaqiao

2012
Fall
ESL30/32
Adv.
Reading,
Writing,
Grammar,
Listening,
Speaking

2013
Spring
ESL40
Bridge
English
ECON101
Macroeco
nomics

2013
Fall
ESL50
Academic
English
CS108
Living in a
Networked
World
ESL50
Academic
English
ECON101
Macro
economics

Mei Ling
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2014
Spring
ENG101A
FYW for
ML students
MATH144
Finite Math
ECE144
Bionics
ENG101A
FYW for
ML students
ECON102
Micro
Economics
HIST110
American
Civilization
Survey

2014
Summer
HELP
Training

2014
Fall
Move into
majors

CS108
Living in a
Networked
World
MATH126
Calculus II
ECE144
Bionics
HELP
Training

Move into
majors

ENG101A
FYW for
ML students
MATH125
Calculus I
ZELO101

MATH126
Calculus II
ECON102
Micro
Economics
MUSI105

Move into
majors

Learning
Skills
HIST101
American
History

American
Music
Survey
HELP
Training

*Enrollment in ENG101A signals completion of coursework in ESL but not necessarily Zelos
program
Of the three, Xiaolaoshi spent the most time in ESL classes. As in her case, ESL Institute
students in levels 10 to Level 30 take only intensive English courses consisting of one reading
and writing course and one speaking and listening course. Once enrolled in Level 40 Bridge,
students can enroll in one sheltered “content” class with other students in the Zelos program
which offers content introductory courses in Economics, Mathematics, History and other survey
courses as electives, for example. As I’ve discussed above, students begin their coursework
according to TOEFL scores, primarily. Xiaolaoshi spent six semesters in Zelos and ESL Institute
classes, which she accomplished in two years by committing to taking courses in summer
sessions in order to progress to GBU courses and begin the course of study which brought her to
the US in the first place. It is worth noting that, in order to complete six semesters of what is
tantamount of preparatory work, Xiaolaoshi committed to staying on campus from August to
July, at some extended distance from her family in China for most of the year. The voluntary
nature of this commitment is important to note not just for the agency it signals for these
international students, but also to explicitly note the restrictions and conditions that keep the
many culturally and linguistically diverse, often resident immigrant students away from their
families for extended periods of time. The commitment we see from Xiaolaoshi is not unusual
for students whose placement requires them to complete six semesters in the Zelos program. In
fact, many students see these early times in Zelos as obstacles to overcome, which often require
foregoing a summer break.
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These students’ course progression reveals an instance of “investment,” as discussed by
Norton, Toohey, Tsui and other identity and language learning scholars as an association the
learner hopes will return a wider range of symbolic and material resources, which will increase
the value of their cultural capital, to invoke Bourdieu. In a very obvious sense, deciding to stay
on campus away from home and family when it is not an absolute impossibility or requirement to
do so is an investment of self in one’s studies, and, by extension, in the possible academic,
educational, and professional opportunities that might stem from that investment.
The progression of courses in the ESL Institute is not unusual for a program tailored for
international students at an academic program in an English-dominant context. It is not unusual
for Intensive English programs to design courses where beginning users of English can expect to
be minimally prepared for academic work in as little as 12-15 months or as long as six semesters.
Even in the case of a six-semester plan, I want to highlight the remarkable effort a student must
make to achieve the kind of mastery at each of the levels in order to keep pace with the projected
benchmarks of the curriculum given the well-established benchmarks for the acquisition of
Academic language (Cummins 1999). These efforts are especially laudable if we consider the
complicated nature of international students' first few months in a new English dominant
environment. Norton (2000) among others has shown that a good deal of investment is required
in order to achieve language learning goals.
Since it is the act of imagining a community that motivates identity formation, it is
important to discuss a few of the ways that program marketing materials inform those imagined
futures for students. The materials that students come into contact with as a matter of
engagement with the program prompt expectations for students. For example, Zelos markets the
following to students:“small class sizes and additional student support,” “academic credit toward
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degree,” which meant that they can “enter year 2” @ GBU, “no SAT or ACT required for
admission,” and the benefits of being a “[GBU] student from day one” (source unnamed to
ensure anonymity, 2018). Notice the potential messages in these excepts. The program highlights
that, as a benefit of their association with Zelos, students will not have to submit scores for SAT
and ACT tests.. Students are told that they will enter “year 2” at GBU, which, by virtue of
skipping over what happens on year one, implies some accelerated access to the
university. While institutions are clear that the simulations are for planning purposes, students
anxious to begin the next stage of their education are often blinded by enthusiasm, or, less
charitably, may feel betrayed by simulations in the Zelos marketing tools that halve the time a
student can expect to spend in the program prior to enrolling as a student at GBU.
The ambiguity in the marketing materials provoke a dissonance about students’ status on
campus. That is, the ambiguity inherent in the phrase “the benefits of being a GBU student from
day one” (my emphasis) creates instability in terms of the services a GBU student can access and
the privileges that a GBU student can enjoy. That is, by virtue of one’s student status in good
standing at a university, a student is granted access to its spaces and services like the library,
classroom spaces, health services, recreational facilities, etc. But I want to reiterate the point that
the labels students are associated with on a campus very much inform how they circulate on a
campus. Zelos students are given full access to the campus. The implications for these labels
point to immediate constraints that affect long-term identity questions beyond ideological
questions of identity. As GBU students from “day one”, they can take advantage of on-campus
housing, dining, and recreation; they take classes in a number of academic buildings.
The labels that students are associated with have brought questions regarding the
university’s obligation to these students with respect to access to support services like the writing
73

center or academic coaching. For example, because of an agreement between the directors of the
UWC and the ESL Institute, students in Zelos did not have access to the university writing
center. The rationale was that, since UWC philosophy did not train tutors to address grammar
and sentence-level concerns, Zelos and ESL students would seek out writing support from their
faculty, who was presumably more well-prepared to provide that support. Although ESL faculty
in the English Language Institute are well-suited to provide such support, Zelos faculty receive
no specific training for providing writing support for multilingual writers. On grounds of
expertise, the labor for writing support was relegated to ESL faculty, but this agreement was not
known to students in Zelos.
My goal here is not to adjudicate promises between the institutions and perceived or real
violations of those promises respective to students. Instead, my goal is to propose the
institutional context as a framework of associations which prompt and provoke expectations for
access throughout the institution. However, as Table 4 above illustrates, ESL students in ESL 40
or above are co-enrolled in Zelos program content courses for which no language support beyond
the ESL courses is provided. The reality of lack of access to the writing center provokes
questions about how a student is to understand “small class sizes and additional student support”
that they are promised as students in the Zelos program (Global Student Success, 2018). Up until
the time of this writing, additional support was available for in the form of Math tutoring, but no
such structures were available for writing support. As expected, the inconsistencies between the
institutional language and the realities students experience cause dissonance for both the students
and the institutional support entities that are charged with providing services to for enhanced
academic success. The following section examines one intersection between Xiaolaoshi and the
UWC years before she went on to co-found HELP, which exemplifies how institutional labels
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promote expectations for students and discusses the long-term implications for those students’
identities.
So far, we’ve seen that a student can start to make a plan based on this framework. She
knows that her work will earn her academic credit which will allow her to enter university at a
sophomore level, she may even be encouraged by the promise that she’ll be supported in smaller
classes among other things, and perhaps most importantly for our purposes, that she will be a
“[Great Bay University] student from day one”(my emphasis). Again, without adjudicating the
marketing merits of the phrase against a reader’s potential gaps in understanding of the idiomatic
phrase, it is nonetheless true that what it might mean to be a [Great Bay University] student
from day one” is at least ambiguous to different stakeholders at the university.

Infrastructure Creates Expectations: Reading the Word, Reading the World
Xiaolaoshi’s first encounters with the UWC illustrate some early points of tension
between the more established identities she had about herself as a language learner and other,
newer ones that were associated to her by virtue of her contact with the UWC.
One founding member’s troubling relationship with the GBU’s writing center begins to
exemplify these concerns. Xiaolaoshi explained that she “felt a little bit shameful to study in this
[Zelos] program, since that showed [her] English was very bad, which was also a truth” (HELP
reflection, 6/23/2017). Her story of her encounter with the WC became one that many HELPers
took as the origin story for HELP itself. As she writes,
One day, when I walked around in the English building for exploring, also for fun, I saw
the University Writing Center. I got their brochure from their basket, which was held on
the front door. I saw that they provided writing support for ESL learners. I was very
excited and brought my writing to them on the next day. Sadly and interestingly, one of
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their lead staff told me that they helped ESL students, but not students who took ESL
class. They only gave me one handout about using articles, which might be helpful for
my learning, then I left. Since I saw there were “words of today”, “phrase of today”,
“sentence of today” on the writing center’s wall, I went there several times more for
looking at these words, phrases, and sentences, which seemed helpful for improving my
English. But, just a few times, like 3 or 4, then I didn’t go there, because they (people,
also those words, phrases, sentences) were not nice, friendly and helpful.
(Fernandes, et al, unpublished program description, 6/23/2017).

Xiaolaoshi’s encounter with the UWC was not ideal for her, the UWC, or the university at large.
Although she may have felt rejected by the UWC, Xiaolaoshi and the UWC receptionist were
both unaware of an agreement between the UWC and ESL Institute that stipulated that students
in the ESL Institute would not be eligible for services in the UWC until after matriculation into
GBU.
Like many international students, Xiaolaoshi’s situation is complicated by the fact that
students in the ESL Institute enroll in content courses listed by the Zelos program and taught by
Zelos faculty, which is independent of the ESL Institute faculty. So, then, while ESL students
have access to support for their coursework in the ESL Institute, it is not clear how they would
access writing support for their content courses offered as a part of the Zelos bridge program.
The dissonance might be explained in terms of infrastructure: The UWC and ESL Institute
established a protocol for division of labor, whereby the ESL Institute supports students enrolled
in its courses, and the UWC supports those students upon matriculation into GBU. Although the
Zelos program has since piloted a tutoring program for students in its content courses, no such
program existed before the establishment of HELP in 2014.
On the other hand, it is very possible that the ESL Institute and UWC were not aware of
how students’ expectations of their campus experience were being framed by informational

76

materials like what I’ve excerpted above such as “small class sizes and additional student
support,” and the benefits of being a “[GBU] student from day one” (Global Student Success,
2018). One can see how the various identifiers students like Xiaolaoshi must negotiate can result
in frustrating dissonance. On the one hand, Xiaolaoshi is a “student who takes ESL classes”
according to the UWC and at the same time a “[GBU] student from day one” according to the
Zelos marketing materials. Xiaolaoshi’s encounter with the UWC is perhaps the first time where
her previously unfettered access to campus and its services felt conditioned by institutional
labels. Xiaolaoshi’s response to the frustrating dissonant institutional markers motivated her and
her colleagues toward an institutional response of their own by working to create HELP, a
student organization to support international students in the Zelos program. This response is
agency manifest: Xiaolaoshi’s moment of reading the word and reading the world, as Freire has
long put it, catalyzed the process of establishing HELP as a student organization.

Agency Toward an Imagined Community
Negotiating labels. In so far as starting HELP is an example of investment of self, the
process by which HELPers came to naming of the writing club as H.E.L.P (Hi English Learning
Partner) is an act of association where the relational and negotiation aspects are clear: Naming
the club as HELP and its members HELPers, is an agentive act of creating and assuming a new
institutional identity that the students and their organization would operate in. It is the label
which would define the mission and institutional ethos that persists still today. Jiaqiao, one of the
founding HELPers, tells me that she initially called the group “HELP” because of what it
literally communicated to its intended audience: that people could come for help with their work,
an idea, it is worth noting, that stands counter to what they, as ESL students, still can’t get from
consultations in the University Writing Center (UWC). In further meetings about the name of the
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group, Jiaqiao retrofitted the acronym with “Hi! English Learning Partner”. She explained that
“Hi!” conveys friendliness, “English Learning” is meant to hold the center of the mission
statement of the group and that “Partner” signals a kind of parity between the two people in the
writing conference, as well as a shared experience. Jiaqiao reported that, unlike “client” or
“student writer,” “partner” also denoted the shared responsibility HELPers and Partners would
assume for the success of the writing conferences (Jiaqiao, Interview, July 2017). The adoption
of this name, and the retrofitting of the acronym signals a conscious response to the perceived
lack of writing support these same students felt from the UWC and the campus more broadly.
Imagined communities/imagined identities. Consequently, the first set of real and
imagined communities comes into view. Students are members of the real community of ESL
students at GBU, but many, like the participants in my study, imagine not only membership in
the university community at large, but also membership in a group of competent, flexible users
of English, and in some cases, experts that can deploy their expertise in service of others. That is,
for the HELPers, the idea of real and imagined communities motivates much of the identity
negotiation they undertake as students that worked to occupy the role of tutor and
HELPer. Specifically, students who elect to become HELPers imagine bona fide membership in
a larger community of competent, serviceable, writing tutors to multilingual students in the
communities they have come to imagine as a result of training, studying writing center
scholarship, and participating in writing center scholarly conferences. At the same time,
however, one of their immediate goals is to become a competent member of HELP, the real
community of practice they established to support ESL students like them on their campus. For
the participants in this study, membership in HELP is a point of access to the imagined
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communities of writing center tutors, and the imagined community of competent writers and
users of English.

Conclusions
Campus entities shape students’ identities in and through policies and programmatic
decisions that students are subjected to, actively through curriculum or more passively through
policies that inform program decisions. The various institutional identities that students
encounter shape the identities and communities students can imagine for themselves in their
academic trajectories and beyond.
Kanno’s (2005) study of four schools that served bilingual students in Japan found that
the school’s policies and practices revealed a vision for its students that socialized the least
privileged students into the least privileged imagined communities. Kanno went on to argue that
the group of least privileged students are the ones that would most benefit from the sort of daring
education that would enable and imagine different options for the future. In other words, the
school’s imagined communities for its students shaped the policies that conditioned students’
possible imagined communities, and identities, by extension. In light of Norton’s argument,
programming often offers a limited and limiting view of possible identities narrowed possible
imagined communities for students.
Given the circumstances and institutional positions I’ve outlined above, the emergence of
HELP may seem inevitable. Perhaps there would be no HELP to speak of if the UWC and ESL
programs had shared with students the internal decisions that lead to Xiaolaoshi feeling rejected
and unsupported. In view of this and of the HELPers’ manifest agency, GBU is better prepared
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to support an expansive view of possibilities for culturally and linguistically minoritized
students.
In the next chapter, I examine how my participants leverage affordances to garner
credibility in their community of international students and on campus at large. This chapter will
examine the experiences of Xiaolaoshi, Mei Ling, and Xiaoyu, three international, Chinesespeaking student HELPers to understand how they renegotiate labels to shape their identities as
emerging writing tutors and to understand, in turn, how this renegotiation offers access to new
imagined identities and communities.
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Chapter IV:
A CRITICAL PERSPECTIVE ON IDENTITY FORMATION IN SECOND LANGUAGE
WRITING
If there are few things for me, I should be more active to approach, even to create more
things16.
When talks about HELP experience, everything may need to start from September
2012, the time when I started to pursue my bachelor degree at Great Bay University
(GBU). At the beginning time, since my language proficiency was not good enough for
taking the regular college classes, I studied at the Zelos program, which is more likely a
program for international students whose language proficiency is not enough. Students
here need to take both English courses and academic courses. …[A]t least, I felt a little
bit shameful to study in this program since that showed my English was very bad, which
was also a truth. Thus, I also had the eagerness to improve my language proficiency.
(Xiaolaoshi, founding HELPer, unpublished communication June 20, 2017)
What becomes immediately clear in Xiaolaoshi’s comments above is that, first and
foremost, the students who founded HELP, were following up on a number of urgencies and
desires. Perhaps, most obviously, Xiaolaoshi and her peers were responding to a lack of
perceived writing support they experienced on their campus, which was a gap they wanted to fill
for themselves and for subsequent generations of students. While it is evident that Xiaolaoshi’s
response was future facing, she was no doubt compelled by the academic and language learning
experiences she had accumulated thus far. As is clear in her writing, she is laden with negative
feelings about her English proficiency, and as she recalls, only intensified her desire to form a
writing support organization for students like her.
It may be too nearsighted to imagine a cause and effect relationship between one
catalyzing difficult experience and “transformation.” Naturally, there were additional forces that
urged students to found HELP: some students were motivated to maximize their experiences as
16

All excerpts are cited as written with no annotation regarding grammaticality or SWE mechanics.
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international students; some were eager to improve their English proficiency; some were even
aware of how deficit paradigms manifested in their identities as students and how the desire to
improve and confront deficit constructions led them to initiatives that prompted novel imagined
identities and imagined communities. Xiaolaoshi came to the university with these forces at play
all in tension with one another all at once. Her reflection above represents a microcosm of the
major forces and shifts of identity formation that I will discuss in this chapter, as identity is
theorized as multiple, changing, and a site of struggle (Norton & Toohey 2011). In this chapter, I
trace moments of identity formation as HELP students negotiate goals, identities, meanings, and
past experiences that act on their decisions. One instance of such negotiation is seen in the very
founding and formation of HELP, an organization that students developed from an assignment in
my first-year writing course for multilingual writers that asked students to interrogate points of
intersection between them and the university. Students investigated writing support services and
formed HELP as a response to a perceived lack of writing support for multilingual writers. In
doing so, the students, perhaps inadvertently, formed a community of practice, understood as “a
group of people informally bound together by shared expertise and passion for a joint enterprise”
(Wenger & Snyder, 2000, p.139).

Theoretical Framing of a Critical Perspective of Identity Formation for L2 Writers
To understand how HELP is a site of identity formation and development of student
agency, it is necessary to lay out the theory that allows me to understand how HELP aids
students in developing agency and renegotiating their identities as emerging writing tutors. I
draw on Norton’s model of identity formation in language learning, Wenger’s communities of
practice theory, and Freire’s critical pedagogy to propose a critical perspective of identity
formation for second language writers. To date, as discussed in Chapter 1, studies on the
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identities of second language writers have largely not accounted for issues of agency or critical
perspectives. I triangulate semi-structured interviews, ethnographic observations, and artifact
analyses to argue that a CoP like HELP is a prime site to understand how it is that Wenger’s
concepts of situated learning and CoPs provide students pathways to what Norton has discussed
imagined identities and imagined communities in the context of identity formation in language
learning. In turn, imagined identities and imagined communities contribute to richer possibilities
for meaningful literacy experiences, development of student agency, and fuller political
engagement with the campus and in life in a larger sense.
Freire’s critical pedagogy proposal makes clear the political, agentive nature of
recognizing the various limit situations that stem from a lack of student support on campus.
Additionally, critical pedagogy aims at conscientization, that is, the critical awareness required to
pose the necessary questions that make it possible to interrogate and overcome such barriers.
Berlin (1992) reminds us of the role of problem-posing education when he explains,
Freire provides a rich rationale to support those who argue that literacy ought not be
treated as a merely instrumental “skill”…[f]or Freire, to learn to read and write is to learn
to name the world, and in this naming is found a program for understanding the
conditions of our experience and most important for acting in and on them”. (Berlin
1992, p. 414)
Reading the Word, Reading the World: First Encounters
For Xiaolaoshi, the conditions of her experience as an international undergraduate were
motivated by deficit ideologies that she adopted and wanted to reject. She revealed these deficit
perspectives when she characterized her “language proficiency as not good enough for taking
regular college classes” (Xiaolaoshi, unpublished communication June 20, 2017). She wanted
also to reject the lack of material conditions that she perceived as a limit to her success as a
student and member of the campus. In the previous chapter of this dissertation, I discussed the
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excerpt below to investigate how institutional labels inform program decisions and affect student
identities. Here, however, I want to focus on how student experiences on campus prompt the
interrogation of limit situations. Xiaolaoshi reflects on her first encounter with the university
writing center as a catalyzing moment in her time as a student and as an emerging writer,
I was very excited and brought my writing to them on the next day. Sadly and
interestingly, one of their lead staff told me that they helped ESL students, but not
students who took ESL class. They only gave me one handout about using articles, which
might be helpful for my learning, then I left. Since I saw there were “words of today,”
“phrase of today,” “sentence of today” on the writing center’s wall, I went there several
times more for looking at these words, phrases, and sentences, which seemed helpful for
improving my English. But, just a few times, like 3 or 4, then I didn’t go there, because
they (people, also those words, phrases, sentences) were not nice, friendly and helpful.
(Fernandes, et al., unpublished program description, 6/23/2017)
Xiaolaoshi names the physical characteristics of a space she was denied access to, but,
more importantly, she outlines the justifications for why she was denied entry. She learned that
her status as a student in the ESL Institute made her ineligible for writing support at the writing
center. In doing so, she effectively identified the first label that constrained her experience as a
student. Theories of situated learning and identity formation also emphasize how important it is
to be able to name and understand the conditions of one’s experience. For Wenger, learning is “a
situated process of participation in particular communities of practice, which may entail the
negotiation of ways of being a person in that context” (in Pavlenko & Norton 589-90) and
“because learning transforms who we are and what we can do, it is an experience of identity”
(Wenger 1998 p. 215). For Pavlenko & Norton (2007), situated learning is a process of becoming
or avoiding becoming a certain person, rather than a simple accumulation of skills and
knowledge (p. 590).
Lave & Wenger’s theory of situated learning explains how participation in this CoP
offers opportunities for learning by Legitimate Peripheral Participation, whereby new members
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gradually master the practices of the community. In and through participation in the CoP, Norton
and others argue that students can imagine new identities and membership in new, imagined
communities because of such learning.
Following Norton’s work on processes of identity formation in second language learning,
Tsui (2007) argues that "there are two important sources of identity formation: the individual
recognizes that he or she possesses competence that his or her community values and the
individual is given legitimacy or access to practice” (p. 675). I focus on the role HELPers play as
writing tutors as they wrestle with the tensions in their identities as international MLWs,
language learners, tutors, and the imagined identities and imagined communities that forming
HELP has afforded them. Although the lack of access Xiaolaoshi experienced at the UWC
constrained this sort of participation, founding HELP and mastering the practices of a
community of writers and writing tutors opened up new ways for Xiaolaoshi and her cohort to
negotiate ways of being persons in writing spaces, especially as they created their own space in
which to exercise newly earned and valued competencies.

Culture Setting Deficit Perspectives
I have identified a theoretical frame I use to understand identity shifts experienced by
students who participated in HELP. However, before I turn to specific analyses of these identity
shifts, I need first to step back and analyze how my role as advisor of this group impacted the
community of practice these students worked to develop. This bit of context is important to
revisit because of how it highlights the students’ impetus and motivations for legitimacy
informed the ideological goals of this group.
In the early days of HELP as a student organization as a writing club, I asked much of the
first generation of HELP members. We met on Fridays, often for more than three hours, and
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discussed articles we read in preparation for the meetings. We gave presentations of mini-lessons
for strategies for working with students. We discussed the members’ posts in our Learning Blog
and made learning agendas to develop necessary competencies for tutoring student writers. We
worked as if it were a class, but, of course, students were not receiving any credit or pay for their
participation.
The earliest blog posts were most revealing about my own push to work hard and earn
recognition for our work and legitimacy on our campus One student who posted the training
meeting notes encouraged the group to commit to the success of the group as I had framed it. He
notes, “I totally agree with educator said if you want to someone work for you, you should work
really hard. That is true. I think myself, I didn’t work hard and good before. I will work hard and
pay more attention on the club. I hope though everyone’s hard work, Help will get better and
better” (Kevin, Blog July 19, 2014).
As the advisor, I assumed that we would adopt a critically informed perspective which
held that one way to succeed was to take ownership of decisions that served the purposes of the
group and of the students we were preparing to support. I asked the founding HELPers to decide
the nature of the training they wanted from me but discovered that, instead, the HELPers
understood that request as a persistent demand that they work harder for the group.
Our conversations about effort stem from a larger discussion about the differences in
approaches to learning we had and our relative roles in the group as tutors-in-training and my
role as the educator. For my part, I mistakenly assumed that since students took the initiative to
start the writing group, they would want me to take a less central role which meant that
administrative decisions would be made by the group. My assumption caused us to communicate
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across purposes in the early phases of our training. The following excerpt of a meeting summary
gives us a glimpse of the sorts of decisions I asked them to make. One HELPer writes,
We briefly talked about some questions of our plans and schedule in the fall. It’s on our
duty to decide 1) when we are going to have real conferences with ESL students 2) of
what level, 3) how long that phase will last, 4) how many members will be able to do the
conferences, 5) how long the training will last and what we do in the next step of the
training if it is the case, and 6) what tells us that we are ready (unnamed HELPer, Blog,
July 19, 2014).
It is clear now that these questions were bound to frustrate and confuse undergraduate
international students with little experience in co-creating a curriculum and even less experience
any of the many facets of peer tutoring. The HELPers wanted me to be more directive in my
advising role, and I resisted doing so by asking them to puzzle through questions about next
steps. Because of my own critical perspective on how to push against institutional barriers, I
insisted that collective persistence, effort, and increasing independence on the part of the
students would prepare us to take up our space on campus in order to overcome gaps in the
dominant academic and linguistic and institutional discourses. The following excerpt from the
training meeting hints at the competing tensions of students wanting more help from me and my
wanting to see more effort from them, as one HELPer observes,
Finally, it’s now a public secret that working hard is the only reason that may get ourselves
helps, so plz put as much effort as it is in your capacity, ’cause not only one of you, the
others of the club will do the same. (unnamed HELPer, Blog, July 19, 2014)
The excerpt from the summary refers to a "public secret" as a direct nod to the need for
reciprocity between my commitment of effort and the HELPers' commitment I had emphasized
in that day's meeting. Although none of the HELPers responded to my appeal for more effort and
independence on their part during the meeting because doing so would have meant publicly
admitting that they had not been meeting my standards, the two sole responses to the meeting
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summary simultaneously acknowledged my critique and partially conceded that the group might
benefit from our collective efforts. The fact that there were only two answers out of fifteen, on
the other hand, can be read as silent resistance to my feeling about their effort. This silent
resistance is one of the earliest moments of agency from the tutors to me, though I might have
failed to see it at the time. I see now that my approach to success as I advised the HELPers, was
very different than theirs, and am reminded more generally that educators must continue to
investigate covert vestiges of deficit perspectives we take on as we work to help students.
To be clear, however, deficit ideologies are often pervasive for multilingual students
who are studying in contexts where they are in the cultural or linguistic minority. What is more,
the ways deficit ideologies surface are not always explicit. For example, for the group of
HELPers, discussions of plagiarism17 stood in for conversations about how legitimacy and
credibility represented bigger concerns about whether HELP was prepared to occupy the novel
space they had suggested for themselves to the campus community and their peers and faculty in
the ESL department.
A question that our club will always face is the concern or doubt of plagiarism, and we
should be able to answer it when it is asked and follow what we response. — We are just
readers. We read and ask the writer questions. We do not fix mistakes but point out the
things that are unclear to us from the perspective of a general reader. We demonstrate
common errors to them, and make similar examples to guide them to the solutions to that
specific kind of problems. We are more of a reading club than a writing club, and good
reading makes good writers. (unnamed HELPer, Blog, July 19, 2014)
This blog post frames the question of legitimacy and credibility by alerting HELP members that
accusations of aiding and abetting plagiarism are just around the corner. The post then suggests
that HELPers can respond by how they frame their roles. The post reminds HELPers that they

17

For these students, plagiarism was actually referring to issues of authorial ownership. That is, HELPers were
concerned that they’d be accused of being accessories to academic dishonesty.
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are “just readers” and that they “read and ask the writer questions...from the perspective of a
general reader” and that, ultimately, “HELP is more of a reading club than a writing club.”
On the one hand, HELPers respond to deficit discourse in two ways. First, HELPers
remind each other that they are not a “fix-it shop”—the way writing centers have been referred to
as remedial spaces for remedial students. Additionally, HELPers are also resisting potential
accusations from faculty who may be concerned that students could be farming out their work in
HELP conferences. Concerns about student plagiarism in language learning are deficit-laden
because they once again blame the students for the failures of the system that is underprepared to
teach them. By adopting the ethos of “readers,” HELPers take up a supportive, collaborative
stance that fits within the expectations of sanctioned academic support for student writers.

Threshold Concepts: Readers and the Acquisition of Writerly Discourse
HELPers’ learning of threshold concepts like “appropriation,” “agenda,” “negotiation,”
“credibility,” and “authority,” concepts that are central in a community of practice of peer
writing tutors, marks an important shift in their identities. Adler-Kassner & Wardle (2015) hold
that threshold concepts are “critical for continued learning and participation in an area or within
a community of practice” (p. 2). In their discussion of threshold concepts, Adler-Kassner &
Wardle observe that they are:
transformative, involving “an ontological as well as a conceptual shift . . . becoming a
part of who we are, how we see, and how we feel. Additionally, threshold concepts are
irreversible and unlikely to be forgotten. They demonstrate to the learner how concepts
are related. Importantly, they tend to be disruptive in that they involve forms of
knowledge that is “troublesome ...or counterintuitive. (p. 3).
As HELPers acquire writerly discourse related to writing and tutoring, their negotiating what it
means to be a “reader” reveals their emerging mastery of a threshold concept essential in their
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emerging CoP. In this context, the way HELPers begin to use a negotiated meaning of “reader”
reveals that, within this CoP, the concept is now irreversibly more complex than simply “one
who decodes a printed text,” for example. Thus, it is the very acquisition of these discourses that
reifies the status of HELP as a community of practice and facilitates early identity shifts for
HELP tutors. These shifts facilitate how students approached approaching “writing tutor” as an
identity.

What Should a Writing Conference Do?
Our initial goal in training was to introduce the idea of “readers of texts” as the students’
audience rather than teacher or evaluator of the writing product. Generally, because the HELPers
had had courses in the ESL Institute, the HELP tutors initially had many of the same concerns
that many students have when they first participate in peer writing conferences. For instance, just
like students expect that an investment in a writing conference would translate into higher
grades, HELPers expected that a conference with them would result not only in improved writing
but also that the improvements would be recognized and rewarded by a higher grade for the
student’s assignment. To be clear, the HELPers’ motivation to help their peers earn higher grades
was motivated by their frustrations with the lack of writing support available to them while they
were themselves ESL students. Because of this, new HELPers often reported it was initially
difficult for them to shift their expectations of what can and cannot be achieved in a conference.
The use of the term “reader” then became a stand-in to point to rhetorical expectations of
audiences as participants in the act of writing, and that, yes, professors would ultimately be one
of those readers. In the end, I wanted HELPers to encourage the student writers they worked
with to care primarily about the needs of the readers, and consider the grades as feedback from
their professors, which the HELPers could not control.
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The following excerpt from an early peer-conference illustrates how Mei Ling, one of the
HELPers, made use of an invoked reader to communicate rhetorical expectations for a text to
Mao18, the student writer:
Mao’s conclusion ended with a question for the readers. However, she thought that her
conclusion was not convincing enough. I gave her a hint saying that a powerful question
is one that can make the readers think about it in their head after reading this piece of
essay. Mao soon figured out one that can hit two birds at the same time, which is to
reinforce her thesis statement and to provide something for the readers to consider. (Mei
Ling, Blog March 4, 2015)
The idea of “readers” served to introduce HELPers to a writerly discourse as a common
vocabulary as we developed our “writing club” organization. In fact, HELPers pointed to the
development of disciplinary knowledge as a way to derive credibility and authority in their work
as tutors.
For example, Xiaolaoshi reported that she appealed to the readings and training meetings
as sources of credibility in her writing conferences with ESL students. In the interview excerpt
below, I asked her about issues students might have with HELP’s credibility as a viable source of
writing support:
Marino:

Do you think they trust you? Do you think they follow your advice? How do
you know?
Xiaolaoshi: I think some of them trust me. I can see from their revisions if they followed
my suggestions.
Marino:
How do you make them trust you? Do you just say, “trust me”?
Xiaolaoshi: For me, the first one, I will share what I learned from our training like who
said that and how to use quotes to…
Marino:
You mean like from the readings…. what else?
Xiaolaoshi: Yeah. And use my own learning experience. For example, when I took this
class, my professor told me something or I learned from this class, like my
specific experience or I heard from other people’s experience like maybe
how Luke improved his own writing. He used some ways. He’s very famous.
(Xiaolaoshi, Interview July 9, 2015)

18

Mao first participated in HELP as a writer, and joined HELP as a tutor the following year. See the next chapter for
an in-depth discussion of her tutoring work in peer conferences conducted in English and in Mandarin.
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When a student knows she has credibility, she knows she occupies a position of
expertise, and for Xiaolaoshi, becoming aware of that position of expertise is an identity shift. In
this interview, Xiaolaoshi demonstrated that she understood the cachet of “revision” for her role
as a tutor in that she “can see from their revisions if they followed [her] suggestions.” Just one
year after beginning her training, Xiaolaoshi uses the discourse valued in writing tutoring
communities to describe her process and to garner credibility in her tutoring sessions with other
students.

Expanding Constellations of Disciplinary Discourse
At the end of the first year of training, the members of HELP and I were still searching
for ways to define our work. At the end of that first year, I invited Xiaolaoshi, Xiaoyu, Mei
Ling, and two other HELPers to submit a proposal to a regional writing center conference in the
Midwest. To our surprise, our proposal was accepted to present on the development of an “ad
hoc writing center” in other words, the development of HELP. Preparing for the presentation was
a meaningful moment in which students took stock of what they had learned: they looked at their
learning journal and could see how their thinking and practice had developed. But, what this
experience ultimately represented was a shift in the group’s collective identity: it moved from
HELP, a community of practice working to establish legitimacy in GBU’s backyard, to HELP, a
community of practice of fifteen people testing our legitimacy in the very same academic
community of practice which had informed our work and thinking.
HELPers also periodically reflected on milestones that marked their development as
tutors. In the course of preparing for the presentation at the writing center conference, the
HELPers crowdsourced a list of terms that showed their progress from when they started training
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to the point of the conference approximately one year later. The images below show a cluster of
terms HELPers observed in their Learning Blog posts that represented words they used in the
beginning of their training (Fig. 4-1), and a cluster of terms they had used in their responses to
trainings and reflections about their conferences with students (see Fig. 4-2).

Figure 1 Writing Terms used in first year of training

Figure 4-1 shows that HELPers highlighted they discussed “scores/ grades,” “grammar,”
“ESL,” “editing,” “mistakes,” and “responsibility” more frequently during early training
meetings and in the blog.
The HELPers in this panel presentation compiled the terms in the figure below to
demonstrate that they had developed a working discourse as they developed their tutoring skills.
That is, HELPers showed these terms to demonstrate membership in the community of tutors
that would be present at the Midwest regional conference of peer tutors.
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Figure 2 Writing Terms used after first year of training

Figure 4-2 Writing Terms used after first year of training
HELPers highlighted “brainstorm,” “self-editing,” “response,” “motivation,”
“appropriation,” “agenda,” “HOCs,” “LOCs,” “negotiation,” “credibility,” “authority,” “peer,”
“multilingual writers,” “revision,” and “drafting” as important terms from their training after
analysis of later sections of the learning blog. In their selections, we see a clear development of
writerly discourse on the one hand, but perhaps more importantly, a shift in their approach to
student writers and their texts. Figure 4.1 shows an awareness of terms that comport with the
focus of feedback in English as a second or foreign language classes, but Figure 4.2 reveals that
HELPers consider error as one small piece of the constellation of writing knowledge.
Figure 4.1 shows a focus on language error and the responsibility HELPers felt toward
the students and their texts with respect to error. On the other hand, Figure 4.2 shows a growing
consideration for the student writers as owners of their texts, who have choices to make, which is
an important threshold concept in writing center practice. Additionally, in terms like “response,”
“appropriation,” “agenda,” “negotiation,” “credibility,” “authority,” “peer,” “revision,” and

94

“drafting” we see a developing awareness of HELPers’ less directive stance to the writers and
their texts. The newly acquired concepts of “negotiation,” and “agenda,” for example, represent
stages of the writing conference: the tutor negotiates a suitable work plan for the conference with
the writer. They then settle on the agenda, or goals, of the working session. Both tutor and writer
balance priorities for what will be discussed during the conference, as opposed to the tutor
dictating what features will be discussed.
The students’ collective gains in writing discourse illustrate a shift in the collective
knowledge and adoption of best practices for conferencing, but these gains also offer insights
into how HELPers used what they learned about writing discourse to negotiate identity labels to
reframe themselves as competent writing tutors. This is evident in the experiences of Xiaoyu, an
international student from China and a founding HELPer.
Xiaoyu’s experiences. In a post-training conference reflection, Xiaoyu outlined two
facets of her learning. She discussed how the training on summary and quotation framed her
approach to these skills as a writer herself first, and then how she could leverage those concepts
in a writing conference. I provide the reflection at length because the full quote demonstrates
how she moved from her own learning and engaging actively with the discourse of writing and
writers on the one hand, and, subsequently, how she made use of the key concepts in her tutoring
practice on the other:
Last Friday, I didn’t do a writing conference, but by listening to Marino’s training, I
learned how to do a summary and quotation as a writer and how to talk about these two
things with our partners as a tutor.
As a writer, in the summary section, we should try to focus on what are in the
article we read and don’t insert own points or introduce new ideas. In addition, in order to
show readers we really understand contents and relations among the points in this
reading, we should avoid to summarize points just like making a list. As for quotation, a
major reason we do it is we couldn’t find a better way to paraphrase the idea. So never
quote stupid and useless stuff.
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As a tutor, besides sharing above things with writers, we can also help them learn
how to introduce where the information are from and what various reporting verbs they
can use. The first thing deals with issues about credibility (why readers should believe a
summary/quotation). For example, we can use structures such as “In ____ (title) by ____
(Author’s full name),” or “professor/scientist ____ (full name) of ____ (institution)”.
Using vivid and specific verbs shows a writer really understands the reading s/he is
talking about. However, in a conference, we don’t need to give our partners a list of all
these verbs. What we can do is pick specific sentences from their essays and show them
they have options for verbs. But when we do this, we should always remind ourselves not
to teach verbs which are totally mismatched writers’ English level.
(Xiaoyu training notes, Mar 29, 2015)
There are four trends to note in this excerpt. First, Xiaoyu uses the summary of the training to
demonstrate that she commands the main concepts of the training session. For instance, she
refers to several terms that communities of successful writers regularly employ such as
“summary,” “quotation,” “paraphrase,” “reporting verbs” “credibility,” “readers,” and
“structures.” In discussing what she has learned from the HELP training sessions, Xiaoyu is
affirming herself as a competent tutor.
In terms of writing discourse, Xiaoyu reiterates the purpose of summaries as set forth in
Graff & Birkenstein (2013), the text she had read for training, but more importantly, she
observes the function of summaries as ethos-building, and not simply a device to restate the
important concepts in the text. Specifically, she writes “…in order to show readers we really
understand contents and relations among the points in this reading, we should avoid to
summarize points just like making a list,” which demonstrates that she understands the rhetorical
purpose of summary. This is an important point of negotiating her identity with me. Her
summary is a deliberate manifestation of agency on her part to affirm her newly gained expertise,
thereby building her own ethos as a tutor.
Thirdly, she makes connections between that session’s reading and the writing practices
she knows students with similar backgrounds might also adopt. She notes, for example, “As for
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quotation, a major reason we do it is we couldn’t find a better way to paraphrase the idea. So
never quote stupid and useless stuff.” Here, she is signaling some students’ habits to quote-load
as a surface feature of a finished text rather than a rhetorically meaningful choice to integrate
other writers’ work into one’s own.
Lastly, Xiaoyu affirms a shift in her relationship to the student writers when she writes
that she can “share” the above skills and strategies with other “writers.” This move demonstrates
a less directive relationship between the writer and the HELPer. This shift away from
directiveness is also evident when she suggests a tutor could pick sentences from the writer’s text
and “show them they have options for verbs,” a strategy she used in her own sessions with
international student visitors of the HELP center. She is sharing her suggestion on the group
Learning Blog which is accessed and discussed by other HELPers in training. This move
demonstrates a willingness to take on the tutor role and share what works for her with
newcomers to American academic discourse thereby solidifying her identity of power and
agency. Xiaoyu’s reflection is an example of how she employed writing discourse to establish a
position of authority as a tutor in HELP.

Negotiating Identities as Tutors
Throughout their tenure, HELPers continued to evaluate and negotiate their tutor
identities. The ways in which HELPers engaged with the writing center and L2 writing literature
and research demonstrated how these students continued to defend meanings and labels of
identities they wanted to become. It also demonstrated how they continued to discard meanings
and labels they wanted to avoid.
For example, Xiaoyu responds to a question about how she feels about herself as a writer
by characterizing her “reading as better than other three skills” (Interview). At first glance, this
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suggests she has a negative image of her writing, but that Xiaoyu highlighted her strongest skill
shows her actively constructing her identity as a skillful tutor. As we will see below, Xiaoyu’s
understanding of herself as a tutor relies on being a good reader first. Xiaoyu’s deflection of a
question about her writing with an answer about her reading can be read as avoiding a negative
self-concept as a writer, but triangulation with data from the Manual, a compilation of
observations and best practices HELPers composed at the end of two semesters of training, to
provide to incoming HELPers, contextualizes Xiaoyu’s characterization as predominantly selfaffirming. In her chapter in the Manual on "Appropriation," Xiaoyu writes that HELPers should
care about appropriation because, "we [HELPers] are readers, peers, not teachers, editors. We are
not allowed to do work for partners" (Manual 20). Insofar as her role is centered around reading,
Xiaoyu can occupy a position of authority, and her decision to negotiate “reader” as a defining
skill marks a moment of agency on her part.
Generally, HELPers were eager to discard labels like “editor” or “teacher” and instead
embraced the label of “reader.” Most participants moved between identifying as “readers as
assets” to student writers and a readerly stance that would allow them distance from a student’s
work, so as to place ownership of the piece with the student writer. This is particularly evident in
the story of Mei Ling, the Chinese-speaking student who founded HELP, and her growing
understanding of how peer response and turn-taking works with NNES writers. Mei Ling and
Xiaoyu found reasons to adopt a “reader” stance more empirically, which was then passed on to
the larger group of working HELPers through the Blog and training meetings. Mei Ling, for her
part, drew upon her reading and understanding of Zhu’s (2001) study on interaction and
feedback in mixed response groups and evaluated possibilities for reader stances in her own
work as a tutor. Here I present her summary of the article followed by her reaction to it:
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“Interaction and Feedback in Mixed Peer Response Groups” is an article about Wei
Zhu’s research about peer response among native and non-native speakers of English.
Eleven students were divided into three groups, each consisting of two or three L1
speakers and one L2 speaker. In each group, students were asked to provide peer
response on an ESL essay and a native essay written by their group members.
Zhu’s research shows a stark contrast in the turn-taking behaviors of native and nonnative speakers. It turns out that the number of turns taken by native speakers as writers
during peer response is three times higher than the number of turns taken by non-native
speakers. Non-native speakers took more turns when they provide feedback as readers.
However, it was the non-native speakers who initiate all discussions.
(Mei Ling, Blog March 12, 2015).

Mei Ling is careful to highlight the finding that native speakers take three times as many
turns as non-native speakers. Non-native speakers took more turns when they responded to
others’ writing as readers, however. Mei Ling’s highlighting of the non-native speakers’ higher
frequency of response as readers works both to bring attention to a feature of success for the
multilingual writers and also to establish parity in the viability of a reader stance for a non-native
speaker responding to writing. In other words, Mei Ling responds to the findings of Zhu’s study
with some care to defend or at least highlight successes for the non-native speakers in the study
and to bring attention to moments of imbalance in the relationship which might explain the
differences in turn-taking behaviors. As Mei Ling explains, Zhu’s findings point to a power
differential in the oral feedback session:
Another thing that is interesting to note is that non-native speakers had higher tendency
of being interrupted by their native speaker counterparts when providing feedback. These
non-native speakers eventually gave up their turns without being able to finish what they
wanted to say initially (Mei Ling, Blog March 12, 2015).
In this passage, Mei Ling defends the turn-taking behaviors of the ESL students firmly and she
identifies written feedback as an option to mitigate the power differences in oral feedback
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sessions with native and non-native speaking students. She continues to explore this power
deferential by pointing to her own experiences as a non-native speaker, writing:
In this study, written feedback was also conducted. It gave the non-native speakers
chance to provide feedback that they were not able to provide while performing oral
response. As a non-native speaker, I think this approach is especially helpful to us
because there are times when we do not have guts to give oral response to our native
speaker counterparts due to uncertainties, so we are more likely to write it down instead
of saying it out. I know “do not have guts…due to uncertainties” is definitely not a good
reason for us to not provide oral response, so this is something we really want to work on
(Mei Ling, Blog, March 12, 2015).
It is striking to see Mei Ling say that she does not “have guts” to give oral feedback to native
speakers, but as she notes, this is possible if ESL students have time to prepare their answers in
writing. Nonetheless, even though Mei Ling conducts writing conferences in Mandarin, the
students’ first language, and will not experience the power differential in turn taking she
observes in Zhu’s study, she looks forward to working on her turn-taking skills in English,
presumably for her own coursework.
In Mei Ling’s summary of the Zhu’s study, she moves from considering the findings as a
HELP tutor in training to considering the study’s implications for herself as a student more
personally. As she says, Zhu’s (2001) findings suggest that all feedback sessions would benefit
from some scaffolding for how to be productive readers of peer writing, regardless of the
student’s language background:
The increasing number of international students in the United States makes it necessary
for researches on peer response in mixed peer groups to be conducted. It would also be
helpful for both native and non-native speakers to have trainings on ways to provide
feedback during peer response. That way students are able to acquire skills required to
provide quality response to their peers that is constructive to their writing (Mei Ling,
Blog March 12, 2015).
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In fact, Mei Ling’s observation that “It would also be helpful for both native and non-native
speakers to have trainings on ways to provide feedback during peer response” implies that it is
especially important for international multilingual students to have this kind of knowledge and
training when language and cultural differences exist in a writing center context. Indeed, the fact
that Mei Ling is requesting more research to better prepare tutors to work with NNES writers
strongly suggests that she is embracing an agentive role of advocate since she is proposing that
students have access to more qualified and knowledgeable writing support on her campus.
Similarly, Xiaoyu discusses Zhu’s (2001) research on ESL writers and turn-taking
behaviors in her blog responses. Like Mei Ling, she identifies the relevant points of the study as
she takes on a “reader” stance for her conferences with the ESL writers she works with in HELP.
She first responds to Zhu’s findings and then outlines how the findings in Zhu’s study led to her
settling on “reader” as a valuable identity for conferences. Specifically, she responds to the
following line from Zhu’s study: “As writers, the ESL students took fewer turns, responded to
peer feedback, but didn’t clarify their writing for the readers” (Zhu, 2001 p. 209). Xiaoyu writes:
Based on the data represented in this study, Zhu pointed out that since non-native
speakers were not really willing to start to discuss their essays, they were kind of passive
during the conference and failed to clarify their ideas to peers. I think this might be
because of two reasons: first, since peer editing is a new method for some ESL students,
they are not familiar with how it works and don’t understand what they are expected to
do during a conference; second, for some ESL students, especially those who learn
English from readings (eye-learners), they might have difficulties in expressing their
ideas in English. With regard to these two possible explanations, I think first, we can help
them understand how peer-editing works and be more comfortable with talking about
their essays with us... In addition, if we speak the same first language as our partners do,
using L1 to give a conference is also an option (Xiaoyu, Blog February 11, 2015).
Here, Xiaoyu is defending the “passive” behavior of the ESL writers documented in the study,
pointing out their lack of experience with the expectations of peer-conferencing. She rejects
Zhu’s finding that interprets Zhu’s participant’s passive behavior as an indication of passivity to
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one’s studies or to one’s English writing. Xiaoyu, in a sense, is protesting anecdotal stereotypes
of ESL students who are not invested in their learning.
Toward the end of her blog post, Xiaoyu offers other HELPers some options for how they
might support student writers and help them avoid this kind of passive turn-taking behavior in
their own work with student writers. Xiaoyu hypothesized that ESL writers’ reticence could be
explained by language barriers, that tutors could use the fact that they shared a first language as
an advantage to lessen barriers to more balanced oral feedback between tutor and student writer.
Xiaoyu asset-affirming observation is great advice not often seen in writing center training
manuals.
Later on, Xiaoyu expresses encouragement when she discusses Zhu’s findings about ESL
writers’ turn-taking behaviors in written feedback. She first offers a quote to situate the readers
and then explains how Zhu’s finding offers legitimacy and credibility to HELP as a feasible
structure to support ESL student writing:
The non-native speakers offered a similar amount of global feedback as the native
speakers in the written mode of peer response. (Zhu, 2001: 209)
Honestly speaking, I was excited when I read this result. It can be seen as a retort to some
doubts about feasibility of having a peer editing between two non-native speakers. So we
should have confidence that with professional training and enough practice, non-native
speakers can do this job as good as native speakers. In addition, this also reminds us it is
always good to start with discussing global errors (HOCs). (Xiaoyu, Blog February 11
2015)
As Xiaoyu says, Zhu’s finding “can be seen as a retort to some doubts about feasibility of having
a peer editing between two non-native speakers.” Here, we can see the confidence Xiaoyu
derives from this finding especially when combined with the fact that HELPers can make use of
a shared first language to mitigate Zhu’s finding of reduced turn-taking behaviors in oral
feedback. Furthermore, Xiaoyu reminds her fellow tutors that professional training and practice
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will set their work on an even ground with native speaker tutors. Xiaoyu’s developing argument
of her own legitimacy and authority as a tutor from Zhu’s (2001) finding is a clear example of
agency on her part. On the one hand, she reframes the ESL student’s behavior keeping in mind
that language differences and unclear expectations are barriers to balanced turn-taking, and on
the other hand, she asserts her own credibility by leaning on their shared L1 and the finding that
non-native speakers offered similar amounts of global feedback. Xiaoyu works here to convince
her peers of their legitimate place on campus.
Mei Ling’s engagement with this text and ideas about assets of NNES tutors resurfaced in
an interview a few months after the blog excerpt above. Mei Ling writes extensively about the
merits of HELP for multilingual writers on campus:
“Yes, there’s [the] Writing Center, but how well can American students... communicate
with international students? I’m not saying they cannot communicate well, but isn’t it
better to have a group of students who have the same background to help these
international students? I mean, they can go to the WC anytime when they’re ‘ready’ to,
but for now, they need HELP. So, here we are” (Mei Ling, Interview. July 9, 2015).
Mei Ling was struck by Zhu’s finding that native speaker peers were less skilled at turn-taking
with NNES students. In other words, Zhu points to a communicative gap that exists because of
language difference, and so, Mei Ling uses this finding to assert the need for the kind of peer
writing conferences HELPers can provide. Through her defense of HELP on campus, Mei Ling
provides further evidence of a shift to embracing a tutor identity.
Xiaoyu and Mei Ling’s responses to the Zhu study make clear that both HELP students
framed their reading of the study as an opportunity to highlight the findings that showcased ESL
students’ responses as most productive. They also offered alternative explanations for the
findings—items that they felt the researcher missed – and that pointed to relative weaknesses of
the non-native speaker students relative to the native speakers in the mixed peer-response groups.
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That is, they both noted that ESL students’ written responses in the study were just as serviceable
as those from their native speaker counterparts. Further, Xiaoyu and Mei Ling pointed out that
their own NNES status mitigated the power differentials that Zhu identifies. It is important to
highlight Xiaoyu and Mei Ling’s readings of this study not to show their skills of summarization,
but how they deployed those skills to enter a conversation with the scholarship that addresses
students they would have identified with when they were ESL students themselves. In sum, Mei
Ling and Xiaoyu’s responses to this study show them moving into a position that would not be
possible if not supported by learning and the critical awareness of the need to occupy a novel
role.

Writing and Talking Your Way Into a Community
Pavlenko & Norton (2007) explain that an imagined community presupposes an imagined
identity—one that offers an enhanced range of possibilities for the future (598). And, to a certain
extent, that is what I am describing here. HELPers imagined an identity with enhanced
possibilities such that they participated in an academic conference to present the work they had
developed in their local community of practice. My reading of HELP at this conference and
immediately following it suggests a complexity in Norton’s premise that an imagined community
presupposes an imagined identity. I want to suggest that it was the HELPers’ successful
participation in the actual community of tutors and writing scholars that made imagining a
possible identity as a tutor palpable to these students. Pavlenko & Norton (2007) explain the role
of imagination in identity formation:
“We argue that the notion of imagination as a way to appropriate meanings and create
new identities, developed by Anderson (1991) and Wenger (1998), allows us to transcend
the focus on the learner’s immediate environment [emphasis added], as the learning of
another language, perhaps more than any other educational activity, reflects the desire of
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learners to expand their range of identities and to reach out to wider worlds (Kinginger, in
press: Kramsch 2000; Kramsch & von Hoene 2001; Norton 2001, p. 590)
This reading of imagination holds true for HELP provided we expand Norton et al’s model to
allow for the learning of discourses valued in the learners’ CoPs that expand the range of
possible identities. This shift is recursive and dialogic: participating in HELP made it possible to
imagine participating in a regional conference, which we undertook to evidence our legitimacy
on our campus, and, admittedly, also at the regional writing center conference. The students
began by wanting to participate in the conference to prove the legitimacy of our work to
themselves—perhaps another instance of deficit perspectives—but, soon after they arrived,
because they were invited to sit and talk writing, they settled in, at least for the moment, to their
new identities as writing tutors.

Conclusions: Program Design as Manifestation of Student Agency
In the field of Second Language Writing (SLW) in Composition and Rhetoric, scholars
have developed concepts of identity that reveal how MLWs’ identities are shaped via labels
imposed on them and how those markers shape their identities beyond their status as language
learners (e.g., Ortmeier-Hooper 2008; Cox et al 2010). Additionally, SLW has investigated how
concepts of agency impact not only students’ identities but also inform pedagogical practices at
the institutional level (e.g. Shapiro et al 2016; Saenkhum 2016). The connection between identity
and agency is clear: Shapiro et al (2016) suggest that the three necessary conditions for agency
are that “students must have some degree of control over their actions related to writing, the
awareness of the need for an action, and must be afforded rhetorical, linguistic, and other
conditions and structures in order to take a given action (pp. 32-33)

105

HELP is an operationalization of agency of the sort Shapiro et al (2016) theorize:
students like Xiaolaoshi, Mei Ling and Xiaoyu became aware of the need for writing support for
students like them, decided to create an organization with proper access to rhetorical, linguistic,
and community resources that allowed them more control over how their writing develops.
These competencies have, in turn, allowed students to imagine new identities and new
communities. This act of imagining possible identities and communities is itself a manifestation
of agency and transformation for the community and individual, recursively, as post-structuralist
views of identity hold.
The acquisition of a writerly discourse, illustrated in this chapter, allows students to
confront deficit thinking about themselves as English users and embrace novel identities
informed by hard-won expertise. Thus, this chapter provides a critical perspective on processes
of identity formation for second language writers which views critical awareness and situated
learning as a possibility for transformation.
What is particularly important to emphasize is how the Freirean critical pedagogy project
dovetails with the models I refer to in this chapter. Specifically, the model highlights the studentdriven nature of the HELPers’ project. That is, problem-posing education provided students with
options for agency to confront the limit situations they encountered. Xiaolaoshi, Xiaoyu, Mei
Ling, Mao and others formed a community of practice where they engaged with existing
knowledge on second language writing, language acquisition, writing studies, and writing center
practice in order to prepare themselves to deploy that knowledge in support of a wider
community of students who were presumably facing similar limit situations. This recursive
process of posing questions, praxis, learning, and posing new questions prepared these students
to negotiate identities and meanings so that they could invest in identities that aligned with the
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people they wanted to become and not others they wanted to avoid. This is clear, for instance, in
how HELPers adopted the role of the “reader” in order mitigate deficit thinking about their
abilities as writers.
In and of itself, it would be a great boon to report that students were able to confront
deficit ideologies in their investment in HELP. As Kanno’s (2003) warning goes, however, it is
often the least “privileged bilingual students that get socialized into the least privileged imagined
communities, when it is precisely this group that would benefit from an education that would
dare to imagine a different set of options for the future” (Pavlenko & Norton 2007
p.598). Although international students like the HELPers I describe in this chapter may have
very different socioeconomic profiles compared to the bilingual students in Kanno’s study, I
argue that her point about the reduced options for NNES students has equal effects on the
international students I describe and have worked with over four years. The HELPers’
transformative experience at their first writing center conference illuminates the motivation in
Kanno’s warning. Therefore, a university campus that dares, as Kanno says, to provide options
for courageous programming, allows students to go beyond confronting and mitigating deficit
ideologies about their immediate experience. Further, it is through the process of learning, of
enriching and acquiring new literacies, that asset-focused programming makes it possible for
students to not only confront deficit ideologies, but also to say for themselves what new options
they come away with.
In chapter 5, I consider how that sense of agency reshapes the writing tutor conference
within the HELP program. I discuss a writing conference in HELP conducted in the tutor and
tutee’s shared L1 to investigate how HELPers draw on their tutor knowledge and language
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writing experiences to reshape how they conduct more productive writing conferences and reveal
expanded concepts of a MLW writing process.
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CHAPTER V:
HELPERS, SISTERS, AND WRITING LONG (ENOUGH):
HOW MULTILINGUAL STUDENTS CAPITALIZE ON SHARED IDENTITIES
AND LINGUISTIC AND RHETORICAL RESOURCES IN A WRITING CONFERENCE

In their reflections on the value of HELP to a campus, HELPers often remarked that “shared
experience,” “similar backgrounds,” and their status as “partners” of the student writers were
salient features that the community of ESL students would value on campus. The sense that
student writers and helpers are peers, or partners, goes beyond the acronym they chose for HELP
(Hi English Learning Partner). Let me begin with an example:
Meimei19: There’s a bug, on your...on your…
Mao:
Where?
Meimei: (On) your shoes...
Mao:
Oh, my god, I saw it earlier. I was thinking who brought a butterfly here.
Then it disappeared when I took another look. No worries, let it fly here. Just
a moth, which can’t bite you. Come on.
Meimei:
Not gonna bite?
Mao:
Right. No worries. Look at your essay. You care about too much. You are
wearing long pants, what do you need to be afraid of? (Meimei was
laughing)
Meimei: So, concentration is important.
Mao:
Did that moth scare your mind away? Mark it. So… I simply underlined it,
that’s it? Hahaha, come, come, come20.
(Mao and Meimei, Writing conference, translated, 07/21/2017)
During their second conference for a paper on creativity, machines, and artisans for
Meimei’s first-year writing course, Mao and Meimei find themselves discussing a moth that had

19

Meimei’s pseudonym means “little sister” and was chosen by the HELPers because of the close relationship she
had with Mao, the tutor in this chapter.
20
Excerpts from Meimei and Mao’s conferences were translated to English from Mandarin by Native Chinese
Speaker.
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flown into the room during their conference. Mao, the HELPer, had met with Meimei just a few
days earlier when they discussed revisions to develop major points in Meimei’s essay. This
proverbial moth visited Mao and Meimei at minute 29 of a 55-minute conference as if to provide
a break during a long session of hard work. I open with this moth moment not for its
representations of distractions, but to signal the banality of this moment between two students
working on a paper with potentially high stakes for Meimei, a student in the First-Year Writing
(FYW) course for multilingual writers (MLWs). The banality of considering a moth during a
writing conference lends nuance to how we see how multilingual students write and their
experiences in writing conferences: instead of two students steadily poring over every detail
from invention to organization, from punctuation to grammar and mechanics, we see, for a
moment, two students considering the reality of a bug on their shoes before gathering their focus
once again to the essay, which, coincidentally, focused on the theme of concentration.
This chapter examines a conference where two multilingual students negotiate the
demands of the academic tasks they are being socialized into by deploying a multitude of
linguistic, rhetorical, and interpersonal resources. HELP is an intervention that contradicts many
of the narratives of multilingual students in American higher education as a group perpetually
lacking support. In a word, many existing narratives of multilingual students perpetuate an image
of helplessness (see Blazer, 2015, for a discussion of multilingual writers and deficit models in
writing centers, and Canagarajah 2002, 2013; Kramsch, 2009; Morton 2015 for countering
conceptualization of multilingualism as a resource). Following the anti-deficit objectives of this
dissertation, I provide an analysis of multilingual writing conferences which portrays
multilingual students in writing conferences outside of the environment of struggle, deficit, and
difficulty.
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The present analysis of a writing conference between two Chinese, international students
conducted in Mandarin suggests a striking response to the de facto imbalanced politics of
linguistic diversity in writing center conferences many international ML students have
experienced to date, and has been documented in studies investigating mixed-peer response
writing feedback sessions (e.g., Zhu 2001). Zhu (2001) demonstrates some of the problems that
can arise in mixed peer-response groups with regard to the pragmatics competencies required for
productice writing feedback sessions. I argue that HELPers and Partners demonstrate the benefits
of peer-to-peer writing conferences in L1: students make use of shared identities (cultural,
institutional) and academic experiences (same course sequence, same classes, and often having
had classes and experiences with the same teachers in their time at the ESL Insitute).
Furthermore, when possible, multilingual students can capitalize on shared languages to
maximize the potential of a writing conference for both the tutor and the writer by allowing a
greater range of options for communication including pragmatic tools for managing the writing
conversation, as discussed, for example, in Zhu (2001). As I’ve shared in Chapter 3 of this
dissertation, HELPers like Mao highlighted “shared background and culture” as distinguishing
features of HELP as a writing center for ESL students on the GBU campus when they discussed
how the assets they bring are key to a writing conference like the one I discuss in this chapter.
That is, HELPers cite a shared knowledge of educational experiences like coursework in the ESL
Institute, which allows them to assist ESL students with assignments they may be facing for the
first time. They also note a shared understanding of “writing culture” or “writing style” which
might impact students’ composing decisions such as conventions students could have learned
while learning to write in L1s or in EFL classes before reaching the ESL program at GBU.
Additionally, HELPers point to shared languages which may facilitate communication: On the
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one hand, since they are all English learners, the power dynamics of conversation in English are
more leveled than with an NES peer or professor. On the other hand, since the majority of ESL
students at the ESL Institute speak Mandarin, it is possible for HELPers to conduct writing
conferences in their L1 with those students, which further mitigates power differences in the
tutoring dyad.

Before the Moth: The Importance of Shared Academic Experiences among Students
Mao spent four semesters in Zelos, the bridge program for international ML students at
GBU. Mao began frequenting HELP conferences for writing support as a student writer in
Spring 2015 as a student in Academic English, the last course in the ESL sequence. She
continued to work with HELP tutors through her enrollment in the FYW course in Summer 2015
and began tutor training to become a HELPer at the end of the summer semester in 2015.
Meimei, the student writer that worked with Mao in the conference excerpted above and
throughout this chapter, enrolled in the Zelos program in 2015 and also completed four semesters
of coursework before enrolling in the FYW course for multilingual writers in summer 2017 and
subsequently matriculating into the university. In some ways, Meimei’s experiences as a student
in the bridge program and ESL Institute mirrored Mao’s experiences two years earlier, nearly to
the month. They had each spent four semesters in the bridge program, their entrance and
placement scores were similar, they followed a similar sequence of courses in the bridge
program and ESL Institute, and were taught by some of the same professors in those courses.
First-Year Writing for MLWs course is typically the first course at GBU that signals the
transition from the bridge program into university matriculation21.
21

See Chapter 3 for more details on the placement procedures of international NNES students for the Zelos bridge
program and transition to matriculation into Great Bay University.
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By the time of the conference, Meimei had four semesters of classes in Zelos and the
ESL program, and she was a few weeks into her FYW for MLWs course. Mao was enrolled in
advanced courses in the Civil Engineering major, and had two and a half years of experience
with HELP, first as a Partner (student writer) and later as a HELPer. By the time Meimei made
her first appointment, Mao was an experienced tutor who was frequently sought out for
conferences by her long-time appointments and new referrals. At the time of this conference,
Meimei22 was working on her second essay for the course, which required that she provide an
analysis of some phenomenon. Meimei’s essay sought to outline how different methods of
creation (mass production or artisan craftsmanship) result in essentially different end-products,
which Meimei argues show the necessity of craftwork and artisans in society.
It is noteworthy that, at the time of this conference, Meimei was enrolled in 101A and
eligible for writing conferences at the UWC, but chose to continue making appointments at
HELP. Meimei continued her Partner-HELPer relationship with Mao throughout this semester.
As I will show in the next section, Mao maintains her relationship with Meimei through a
directive tutoring style, which, I will argue, signals Mao’s commitment to the writer and the
work they began together.

“See? The first one! Right? You say it!”
Training sessions for novice writing center tutors often stress the importance of avoiding
appropriation of student writing. It is a truism within writing center studies that directive tutoring
can co-opt the student writer’s vision for her project, and even rob the student writer of
opportunities for learning about her subject or writing process (Severino, 2004). In contrast,
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some scholars (Williams & Severino 2004) alerts tutors to the idea that ESL students may want
more direction in their conferences, which provokes interesting conversations about the tensions
between directive tutoring, appropriation, and useful feedback for multilingual writers.
In this section, I show how tutors like Mao demonstrate a flavor of tutoring that transmits
a sense of investment in the student’s writing and her success. I show how Mao’s familiarity
with Meimei informs her approach to tutoring, and how that complicates the tensions in the
nexus of directive tutoring, appropriation, and useful feedback for multilingual writers.
Mao’s investment in Meimei’s paper reframes disciplinary conversations in composition
studies and second language writing studies about authorial identity, ownership, and notions
about appropriation of students’ writing and ideas in writing conferences with L2 writers. The
following excerpt from the first five minutes of their second conference provides some insights
on the working relationship Mao and Meimei have built. Moreover, the following excerpt shows
how Mao has closely followed Meimei’s work plan from the first conference for this essay,
which took place one day prior. Mao begins:
Mao:
Ah, my god, too hot! Come on! How’s your revision yesterday?
Meimei: Not bad.
Mao:
Let me take a look. How many pages so far? So did you finish writing this
essay? Done? So the conclusion is done too?
Meimei: En (assent)
Mao: Three pages, four pages, five pages...Let’s look at what you have revised
first. If there’s no problem, then we can work on others.
After securing permission to record the conference, Mao and Meimei return the work
they had begun the previous day. Mao’s question about revisions and page count calls back to
the idea that Meimei might have planned to complete her draft by their next conference. After
counting the pages, Mao proposes looking at the revisions first and reading the essay holistically
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in any remaining time. In the next moments, Mao follows her strategy23 of asking the writer to
discuss the sections of the essay as a way to focus her comments and help the writer see whether
the draft has captured the writer’s plans. She asks,
Mao:
What’s the first point you changed?
Meimei: Err..is their..that personality...
Mao:
Really? Shouldn’t the first point be the first requirement...and second
requirement…the society needs concentration and innovation?
Meimei: Right, right, right, it’s about concentration...(overlap)
Mao:
Come, come come, right, right, right, where is it?
Meimei: The part on concentration...the part on concentration used to have three
points, I deleted one point. The section on personality, I deleted a point
about loyalty.
Right away, it is worth noting that Mao’s phrasing--”what’s the first point you
changed?”--makes clear to Meimei that she expected that she would make a number of revisions
for that day's meeting. After Mao reminds Meimei that, according to her three-part thesis, she
should begin with “concentration” and then move to “personality,” Meimei recalls that she
deleted one point for each feature. In what follows, Mao’s joking reaction reveals a striking
contrast to how we understand the dynamics of writing conference:

Mao:

Do you have yesterday’s draft with you？Perfect, come, come, come. I
don’t believe the first point is this. Are you kidding me? See? The first
one! Right? You say it!
Meimei: (laughs) I added a sentence saying that concentration and innovation are
important.
Mao:
Yep. Where is it? “As we all know, all walks of life need workers’ power
of concentration and innovation.” Oh, then...right, right. Then...why
didn’t you separate this into different paragraphs?
Meimei: Because I feel separating into different paragraphs will make this one too
short.
Mao:
This paragraph is too short, right? Oh, ok, ok. Then just keep it this way.
Then? What’s the second point that you changed?

23

See Chapter 4 for more on how HELPers figured out ways to establish/mitigate the loss of credibility in moments
when they couldn’t figure out what to say next/needed more time to understand the writing.

115

Mao demonstrates her investment in Meimei’s work in how she traces the current revisions with
the draft she had seen one day earlier. Almost impatient to understand the changes she sees, Mao
asks Meimei for the previous draft. Mao remembered that the section was different in the earlier
draft, which may have prompted her to challenge Meimei’s overview of her revisions. She said,
“I don’t believe the first point is this.” Mao then celebrated her discovery in the new draft in her
exclamation, “Are you kidding me? See? The first one! Right? You say it!” This attitude almost
forces the writer to take charge of her paper. Mao also does this to get the writer to notice the
ideas and good work she has already done for the paper. In some ways, Mao remembers more
about what comes next than the writer does.
Although Mao’s insistence can be read as intrusive and overly involved, I argue that she
provides a model for how to minimize the distance between herself and Meimei. The familiar
exclamation, “are you kidding me? See?” may puncture implicit codes of professionalism in a
writing conference, but it is precisely that seeming trespass of boundaries that communicates
Mao’s engagement with Meimei and her work.
On the other hand, Mao’s forceful interjection encourages Meimei to recognize—
announce, even—changes beyond deletions: Mao wanted Meimei to acknowledge revisions that
developed her essay in addition to the deletions that clarified central points she sought to make,
which is an important moment for Meimei to recognize the positive results of her efforts, and, by
asking Meimei to “say it,” Mao affirms Meimei’s authorial position in the conference. In other
words, Mao identified Meimei’s revision but insisted that Meimei be the one to claim ownership
over the changes she may have forgotten. By affirming Meimei’s authorial position, Mao
demonstrates a rejection of downward flow of power and expertise from tutor to writer in real
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time--an account that contradicts examples where the multilingual writer simply receives
feedback from the tutor who is often a monolingual English speaker.
Mao’s approach demonstrates an investment in Meimei, her work, and her authorial
decisions. Mao’s prompts about changes and exclamations about Meimei’s writing communicate
Mao’s commitment to the work they have been involved in thus far. This is clear in how often
Mao insists that Meimei continually return to a position of engagement and control of her own
writing. This commitment to Meimei and her essay conveys that Mao ultimately trusts and relies
on Meimei to make the important decisions about the essay by encouraging her to move quickly
through moments of self-doubt of pausing too long on any of the many possible moths that might
distract us in our writing, especially when we are unsure of our skills as writers.

The Long and Short of It: The Tensions around Meeting Length Requirements and
Development
Mao and Meimei frequently discussed revisions, the length of sentences, and the effect
on the length of the essay itself. In their second conference, they mentioned sentence length 25
times: in fact, there were eighteen exchanges about whether sentences and paragraphs were long
enough to meet word and page requirements, but only six exchanges mentioned length as needed
development for cohesion. There was only one mention of a passage being too long and causing
distraction.
An analysis of HELP’s learning blog provides some insight into these writers’ concerns
with length. After HELPers read an excerpt of Dana Ferris’ (2014) Language Power, they
reflected on Ferris’ suggestion that although some ideas should not be cut, revising for
wordiness will translate to more concise, powerful writing. The four HELPers below all discuss
the suggestions for revision from their perspectives as tutors but also share perspectives from
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their time as ESL students. As tutors, they understand that reducing wordiness can convey a
sense of mastery in the text, but they also note student writers’ resistance to doing this since, in
their view, one primary goal is to meet length requirements or show mastery of particular
language structures and vocabulary24.
In the following excerpt, Kang,25 a HELP tutor, notes the tension around revision but
reconciles the difficulty of choosing to cut by explaining the benefits of how focusing on
thematic development helps students reach their word counts. She notes,
For many students, the purpose of writing isn’t express ideas into words. Their goal is to
write something to meet the word limit of their homework. So they don’t want to reduce
their sentence. I think developing ideas is more important than lengthening one sentence.
During a conference, I think we could spend more time with student on developing ideas,
but the problem is how can to guide for a brainstorm.
(Kang, March 10, 2017)
As Kang puts it, developing ideas will help students reach length requirements. She notes,
however, that she would like more training on how to work with students at the brainstorming
phase in order to make good on the promise of the benefits of thematic development over bloated
sentences.
Jiaqiao also notes the resistance to reducing wordiness because students tend to want to
meet length requirements, and because having longer sentences could show that “sentences are
fancy.” She explains:
Usually, the writer may not want us to help them reduce their sentences since they want
to have a longer paper. For my own writing, I also have the problem of having too many
short sentences and do not want to reduce nominalizations or reduce phrases and clauses
to single words. Even though we know that reducing those things will make our
sentences much clearer, we still want to use them because it makes us feel like our
sentences are fancy. Therefore, reducing normalizations, phrases and clauses is a hard
24

In language tests like the TOEFL and IELTS, there is a premium on length and demonstrating flexible use of a
wider range of lexis and grammar. These concerns are distinct for writers who are considering assessments in an
ESL context, which treats language knowledge and writing skill separately.
25
Kang chose her mother’s family name as her pseudonym since “women’s names get erased when they get married
and we never see it again. We can write it down here,” she said.
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decision for me as a tutor. The problem is what kind of sentences should be reduced and
what kind of nominalizations can be used in the paper. As stated in the document, advice
for addressing wordiness can be mechanical. Before we give advice, we also need
consider how and why we are writing the particular text.
( Jiaqiao March 10, 2017)
Jiaqiao highlights the student writer’s tendency to resist “reducing their sentences” in
favor of length. She herself identifies with that tendency in favor of producing “fancy” sentences
by using nominalizations and multiple clauses. She ultimately recognizes the benefits of
reducing sentences but asks a discerning question about the choices a writer must make and the
suggestions a tutor can put forth.
Jiaqiao warns about mechanistic revisions and advises thinking about “what kind of
sentences should be reduced and what kind of nominalizations can be used.” Jiaqiao’s
contribution to this learning blog adds complexity to our view of ESL students’ writing, and
some considerations that offer nuance to the tensions HELPers identified that go beyond
sentences that are wordy and intractable and sentences that are readable but allow less room for
style. That is, Jiaqiao’s insight brings ESL students’ writing into a scope of concerns beyond
practicality: writers like herself want the ethos of readability and of command of language that
confers upon the writer a sense of style or “fanciness,” as she puts it.
Another HELPer responded to the chapter on reducing wordiness as a valuable resource
but simultaneously reminded us of the sheer labor that leads to long, wordy sentences. She
writes,
Learning how to reduce wordiness is very useful to me. My papers always exceed the
length requirements but I don’t want to cut them down. Finding an idea or a supporting is
hard and takes a lot of time...But my professor once told me that, “Sometime, more is
less.” I know what she was trying to say, but it’s not that easy to change a habit
immediately.
(Unnamed HELPer March 10, 2017)
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This HELPer explained the resistance to reducing wordiness slightly differently. In
addition to students wanting to meet length requirements, she reminds us that sentence length is
also a reflection of the student’s labor in the writing process. As the HELPer puts it, ideas and
sentences that find their way into drafts are hard-won: the writer worked arduously to generate
and support them and may have decided to keep them in the draft even though the drafts always
exceed the length requirements.
This excerpt continues to expand our view of motivations for length and the
considerations the tutors take into account as they conference with writers. ESL writers may rely
on text length to show an ability to produce sheer volume or avoid word count penalties. A focus
on sentence length might also signify pride and an ethos of expertise.
Thus far, the HELPers excerpted above provide insights on the tendencies of ESL writers
they have worked with. Firstly, HELPers have illustrated how assignment requirements motivate
student writers’ views on sentence length and their resistance to revisions for wordiness.
Secondly, HELPers who take such tendencies seriously offered productive ways to meet help
students meet length requirements, develop the themes of their essay, and construct an authorial
ethos that conveys style and command of language as it emerges. Thirdly, another HELPer
revealed how a decision to cut words on the page pushes up against the recent and long term
labor has brought the words onto the page. Thus far, then, we can see decisions in the writing
process as shaded by different hues of labor that are not exhaustive but are instructive: the labor
of learning a language for academic purposes, the labor of tutoring while considering the
motivations of peers, and the labor of composing while unsure that the labor will be assigned
corresponding value in the final draft that will be assessed, for example. For these tutors, writing
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conferences with L2 writers need to protect the writer’s learning motivation, and must consider
the labor of the writer as well as style and readability.

Conciseness: Readability and Conserving Cognitive Load
In the next excerpt, Mei Ling opens her response by also noting that she has seen students
resist revisions perhaps in order to meet an assignments word count requirements. She begins by
saying that “one important concept in this tutorial that applies to ESL students is eliminating
redundancy to address wordiness. I have seen students using redundant words/phrases in their
essays a lot and I think most of them just want to hit a certain word/page count requirement”
(Mei Ling, March 21, 2017).
In what follows, Mei Ling’s response shows her striking hard-earned field-tested
experience and expertise in HELP in how she offers her colleagues another option for working
with writers on revisions that help writers convey their message “ as concisely as possible,” and
that is that they consider their audiences. She explains,
While fulfilling teachers’ requirements is important, it is equally important to make sure
that as writers we convey our message as concisely as possible. We are all readers in one
way or another and we know that we want to spend the shortest possible time reading
something. Therefore, it would be helpful to encourage students to write as if they are the
readers of their own writing.
(Mei Ling, March 21, 2017)
Mei Ling’s observation that “we are all readers in one way or another and we know that
we want to spend the shortest amount of time possible reading something” proposes a logic for
tutors to address revisions with writers and a view for how reading and writing habits contend
with the cognitive and time resources of university students, which are presumably intensified
when considering the increased demands of academic reading and writing in a second language
that a student may still be acquiring. Mei Ling observes that writers might already share the
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expectations of their readers with regard to the realities of their cognitive and time resources,
which could compel writers to “convey [their] message as concisely as possible,” as she writes in
her blog post above. In a text conversation about that idea she explains,
Mei Ling : I guess in other words it meant “cut the crap just get straight to the point”
Marino:
Yes, I know that. But do you really think people want to read as fast/as little
as possible?
Mei Ling: Hm. More like reading efficiently.
Marino:
I see. But what does that mean?
Mei Ling: Getting the most out of one sentence or two instead of like a paragraph.
Marino:
Got it. What are the advantages of doing that? And for who?
Mei Ling: I think that applies to anyone who reads. It saves time and energy? Like, if I
see a 1-min tutorial versus a 10-min tutorial, I'd definitely pick the former
because if I know I can master something in one minute, why would I want
to spend another 9 minutes on it?
Marino:
I see. Quick question: If you're the writer, do you want people to "listen" to
you for 1 min or for 10?
Mei Ling: Hmm. Now that's interesting. Probably more than 1 min haha
Marino:
;)
Mei Ling: I guess I've just been looking at it from one perspective
Marino:
Which is?
Mei Ling: From the listener's/reader's perspective
Marino:
I see. What happens if you change perspectives?
Mei Ling: As a writer I would also like to keep things concise unless someone tells me
to elaborate more.
Mei Ling: Or if there's a lot I need to write and can't possibly convey my message in a
few sentences
Marino:
I see. I guess this means I need to know how much power/work "concise"
can do. Is this a thing they say in science writing? I have no idea [Smile and
sweat emoji]
Mei Ling: It'd be cool tho if there's a study on that.
Marino:
Well, there's trying to be... ;)
(Mei Ling, personal communication, February 8, 2019)
Here Mei Ling separates the roles of reader and writer. Mei Ling is making an argument
for efficiency that may strike up tensions in anecdotal accounts in higher education about the
transactional approaches so many students are presumed to adopt in the course of their studies.
There are any number of explanations for such an approach, ranging from undifferentiated
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indolence, to workflow issues, to savvy approaches for “how to college,” as it goes.26 That is,
students may, in fact, need to “watch the 1-minute tutorial” because of lack of time to watch
“the 9-minute tutorial,” as in Mei Ling’s example. The question of motivation continues to
provoke speculation and theorizing at all levels of experience and expertise. I find Rosenblatt’s
distinction between efferent (reading for information) and aesthetic reading (reading for
pleasure) instructive to understanding the tensions students like Mei Ling may come up against
in American higher education.
Students like the ones Mei Ling and Jiaqiao have in mind could be said to adopt an
efferent stance with regard to their reading on the one hand, and an aesthetic stance as writers,
for readers who may well adopt aesthetic (e.g., readers of a publication of student writing) or
efferent stances (e.g., reading for information in a laboratory report, case study, or, a placement
essay for the TOEFL or IELTS test). Two more possibilities arise: Mei Ling may have indeed
acquired the preference for “concise” writing as a result of a trope about writing in the sciences
as a Chemical Engineering major, or she may be referring to the decisions inherent in “investing”
in learning. Students invest when they perceive possibilities for increased cultural capital.
Norton’s work on investment complicates the idea of learner motivation as an explanation for
language learning behaviors. As Norton puts it, learners invest in learning a language if they see
that it will return an enhanced range of possibilities.
That is, if writers understand that readers have limited cognitive resources and time to
devote to reading a text, writers then have good reason to revise to be “as concise as possible.”

26

Norton’s work on investment is precisely position to complicate the idea of learner motivation as an explanation
for language learning behaviors. As Norton puts it, learners invest in learning a language if they see that it will
return an enhanced range of possibilities.
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Mei Ling suggests that tutors ask writers to consider their own limited cognitive resources as
they strive to balance motivations for length and conciseness as they write.
The HELPers’ reflections so far have shown a host of factors that impact composing
decisions at the sentence and text level that may contribute to distracting wordiness for some
readers. To this point, tutors have discussed strategies wherein the writer can make choices about
what to keep and what to discard. In the reflection that follows, Mao moves the focus to the tutor
and to the unexplored features of the text as possible avenues to meet page requirements and
improve readability.
Like every other HELPer in this section, Mao begins her reflection on the week’s chapter
by alluding to the writers’ tendency to write to the word limit, but uses that maxim as a starting
point to share her takeaways on Ferris’s chapter on revision. She reminds her tutor colleagues of
the value of Ferris’ advice on reducing wordiness before they “work on avoiding wordiness.”
She writes
After the reading, two concepts I learned are “some ideas should not be cut” and “break
long sentences into shorter ones”.
I think “some ideas should not be cut” is the most important for us to know before we
work on avoiding wordiness. Just like some writers write as long as they can for word
limit, we should not cut as much as we can for avoiding wordiness. I think during
conferences, when we find some ideas or examples are not related to the thesis, what we
really need to do first is not cutting, but talking to writers. Since sometimes, they seems
not related to each other because writers did not express well in the essay. For example,
ask writers why did they put this example here. Maybe in this process, you will find the
connection between the example and the thesis. So in this situation, what we need is to
re- organize and rewrite, rather than cutting.
(Mao, March 10, 2017)
Mao’s interpretation of the reading on approaches to revision reveals a deep respect for
the work of the writer on the one hand, and is hopeful that the text the writer has already
produced may hold important keys to the bigger puzzle the writer is trying to work out. Mao
reminds her colleagues to “not cut as much as we can,” an approach she hopes will lead tutors to
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ask more questions to help the writer develop ideas that may need more time to work their way
to the page. In this way, Mao’s reading of wordiness seems to hint at words that are out of place,
at the moment, but could well be on their way to a stable structure where they can serve as
support for a thesis, not drawing attention to themselves. Instead of cutting, Mao is moved to
dialogue with her peer to “re-organize and rewrite,” a move she employs in conferences to help
student writers see how they might turn what might have been “left on the cutting room floor” as
the saying goes, into a part that might reveal how the whole comes together--a kind of
sustainable approach to revision where no good work goes wasted. Whereas Mei Ling can
ground her strategy for encouraging revisions in the student’s possible audiences, Mao reminds
fellow HELPers that the solution might be in the text’s possible meanings.

Leveling Power Dynamics in the Conference27
In their descriptions of the value of HELP to a campus, HELPers often remarked that
“shared experience,” “similar backgrounds,” and their status as “partners” of the student writers
were salient features that the community of ESL students would value on campus. The sense that
student writers and helpers are peers, or partners, goes beyond the acronym they chose for HELP
(Hi English Learning Partner). Striking examples of this leveling of power dynamics are clear.
Mao shares her knowledge by helping Meimei develop the themes in her essay, and Meimei
offers Mao moments for language learning from her own studies. As Mao and Meimei work
through the essay in the first fifteen minutes of their second conference, they review Meimei’s
progress one paragraph at a time to look for readability and to look for options that might make
the language more reader-friendly. In the following excerpt, Mao reads one of Meimei’s topic

27

This conference is representative of HELP’s organizational ethos in its name: Hi English Learning Partner. In
this section, we see the peer-to-peer nature of HELP’s mission.
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sentences and asks about an unfamiliar structure as she does in order to help students find easy,
readable sentences and avoid the pitfalls of wordy prose in writing for ESL courses.

Mao:

Ai? What does this mean? “because discovery the nature,” which
develop the nature of craftsmen is a good way to discover, what’s this,
“the necessity of existing in society” ? (Mao read “discover” as
“develop”)
Meimei: ....to discover their nature...their basic, that …
Mao:
Oh. To investigate “the necessity of ”
Meimei: To investigate if they are necessary to exist. To find out their inner …
Mao:
Ok. I got it, got it. “As we all know…”
(Mao and Meimei, Writing conference 07/21/2017)
In the excerpt above, Mao is unfamiliar with the phrase “the necessity of” and asks Meimei to
explain, which she does. Mao acknowledges the explanation, and they quickly move through to
the next part of the paragraph. As they continue to work on Meimei’s essay on creativity and
craftsmanship, Mao checks in once again about an unfamiliar phrase:

Mao:
Meimei:
Mao:
Meimei:
Mao:

Meimei:
Mao:

Thanks. And this...what’s this? “All walks of life,” what does it mean?
Jobs in all fields/areas.
So “W-A-L-K” means “job”? Then how about “W-O-R-K”?
No. Isn’t this one is a fixed/idiomatic phrase?
Oh, sorry. I didn’t know that. (Laugh) Sorry, sorry, sorry, that’s a
reason. I was thinking, wtf, this one...nothing, nothing, I should be
blamed for this one (my bad) [Meimei checked the meaning of “all
walks of life” on the phone and told Mao again]
Right, different types of jobs and different levels of society
En. Ok, ok, thanks. You taught me one thing today.
(Mao and Meimei, Writing conference 07/21/2017)

In the excerpt above Meimei shares the idiomatic phrase “all walks of life” with Mao and
reveals two important moments in this conference. On the one hand, Mao’s “partner” position is
clear in this moment. She moves from asking Meimei to explain her choices in a somewhat
adversarial tone to apologizing for her question, to valuing Meimei’s sharing of knowledge with
her. Additionally, Mao’s public sharing of her initial reaction to the phrase also reveals the
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intimate, trusting relationship established between Meimei and Mao. On the other hand, Meimei
demonstrates the partner position by discussing her choice of phrase and defending it first by
asking if Mao knew that it was an idiomatic phrase, and then appealing to a dictionary to affirm
her explanation.
These two moments are particularly important to highlight because of the fortuitous
exchange of valuable language resources, an exchange that can reframe our view of writing
center conferences with multilingual NNES writers. As Mao and Meimei demonstrate, students
earn and pass on expertise across shared experiences where the gradient of expertise is in flux,
moving from the student/learner who has it to the student/learner who needs it. The fact that the
student/learner positions are in flux and are not fixed is critical to understanding the shift that this
model of conferencing offers us as we adjust our view of multilingual students in writing
conversations. Much like the moth moment which demonstrates the importance of banality in
writing conferences for multilingual students, the conversation where Mao and Meimei offer
what they know about writing conclusions and collocations is a much more germane illustration
of the process of learning, often incidental as it is.
Additionally, this moment is an important demonstration of a design for learning that
avoids the familiar “stratification between directors and tutors, tutors and writers, directors and
professors, peer tutors and professional instructors” as Geller et al. put it (2007, p. 7). Mao told
Meimei she was “not good at writing conclusions” and Meimei taught Mao a collocation and
idiomatic phrase she was not familiar with while Mao worked with her on the organization of her
essay. Strikingly, contrary to extant scholarship on the “primacy of the native speaker” there was
no challenge to Mao’s authority or credibility as a tutor, and they quickly moved on to the next
section to consider. Much like the “moth” moment at the beginning of this chapter, Mao’s
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relationship to Meimei made this potential charged exchange a positive moment of leveling of
power that only benefited both the tutor and the writer.

Conclusions
Zhu (2001) was taken as a landmark study and representative of the state of research on
peer response for multilingual writers since it was reprinted in the Second Language Writing in
the Composition Classroom Critical Sourcebook (Matsuda et al., 2011). HELPers reacted to Zhu
(2001) as representative of the status of NNES and NES writing conferences. Zhu’s study shines
light on the need for balancing and valuing the contributions L2 writers make and are prevented
from making. The HELPers remind us that there are even more positive takeaways from the
benefits of balancing power dynamics in writing conferences. The L1 model the HELPers like
Mao and her partner Meimei adopt in this chapter is such a response. Furthermore, the HELPers’
discussions of how to ethically respond to L2 writers texts reveal approaches that view the
writers’ ethos as robust and deserving of considerations beyond mechanical and linguistic
proficiency.
As such, Mao and Tintging’s conference demonstrate a complex of benefits to preferring
to conduct conferences in the to student’s L1 especially when students share experiences (and
challenges). Not letting students like Meimei and Mao work together as student and tutor is to
deprive tutors of having an experience where they can learn and occupy a space of expertise in a
true peer-to-peer context. Moreover, if critical communities of practice value the whole person,
not allowing for an environment where moths can also be observed is to deprive the student
writer of an experience in a writing conference that is more similar to what other students might
get in writing conferences in English where English is L1. Such a conference allows room for
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personalities, banality, and negotiation of priorities and roles. In short, such a conference affirms
the full humanity of the writer and the tutor beyond the deficit models we see so often.
In my concluding chapter, I highlight how the findings from this study offer implications
for researchers who work with multilingual students, writing program administrators, Writing
Center administrators, and writing teachers. My findings offer ways for interested stakeholders to
examine how their program and course design can provide anti-deficit options for critical,
problem-posing writing education and provide an enhanced range of possibilities for agency and
identity development as writers, tutors, and students.
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CHAPTER VI:
A UNICORN WITH THE HEAD OF A HORSE: IMPLICATIONS FOR IMAGINING
COMMUNITIES FOR WPAS, WRITING CENTERS, AND TA TRAINING.

It is unlikely that we would readily find another unicorn like HELP in other universities,
especially when we consider that it was instigated by international students who wanted more
avenues for support and success.28 It is very common to see students work together to support
each other in their academic pursuits. On the other hand, however, it is less common for students
to undertake the kind of effort to form an organization and train themselves to support each other
in a parallel formal channel. So, what is one to make of this work and this dissertation study? In
the title of this chapter, I alluded to this project as a mystical animal that, upon closer inspection,
is much more mundane, frequent sighting in the real world. A unicorn with the head of a horse is
almost absurd until we consider that, while academics and program administrators might wish
for unicorns, we are much more likely to encounter horses, which are much more likely within
our reach. In some ways, HELP has been a fortuitous find for me, when we consider its
trajectory and the work I have highlighted. I acknowledge, however, that HELP, too can feel like
a unicorn. But as I summarize and consider the implications of this work, I see how this
examination of HELP also offers readers a window into what is possible and attainable.
Most programs for multilingual writers are designed and supported by faculty and
administration. The fact that the HELP program was student-driven can seem like an a priori
restriction, or a serendipitous feature of program design. It is most important to remember that
28

Naturally, this comment does not imply that students do not work out ways to support each other in a variety of
configurations. I’m referring here to the progression of HELP as student-government sponsored “writing club” in
the campus center, to then unofficial squatting in a library room for two semesters, and then finally to securing the
endorsement of the ESL Institute and English Department to support a budget for training and funding student
conferences each week.

131

HELP emerged after a semester of problem posing by students who had spent many years being
students who would study in an English dominant context.
When four HELPers and I presented at the National Conference of Peer Tutors of Writing
in 2016, a writing center director in the audience approached the HELPers after the presentation
to ask them how she might recreate HELP on her campus. We looked at each other and had little
to offer beyond “you can’t, this is pretty specific to our campus.” I see now that we should have
concluded that conversation by explaining that HELP emerged because we took advantage of
unique conditions, and responded with available resources, considering first of all, our local
needs and demands. What is hopeful about such a program is that it began and was sustained by
a number of available conditions.
Below I delineate my findings, as well as the conditions, that led to the emergence of
HELP and then conclude with some implications and suggestions for stakeholders in writing
programs including writing center administrators and those responsible for teaching TA training
in those programs as they interact with multilingual students more specifically. Furthermore, I
also consider implications for research in the fields of second language writing and composition,
more broadly.
Summary of Findings and Conditions
Any discussion of implications or conclusions for research on a program like HELP relies
on the act of translation that Freire (1985) has called for since the time his work was taken up in
U.S. composition classrooms. Composition scholars like Berthoff (1990), Ronald & Roskelly
(2001) and Berlin (1992) have illuminated possibilities for understanding Freire’s project not as
an instruction manual on how to deploy critical pedagogy, but as an ontological framework with
which to understand the world and engage the paradigm of problem-posing education.
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Recognizing the popularity of critical theories of education among educators in the United
States, Freire cautioned: "It is impossible to export pedagogical practices without re-inventing
them. Please, tell your fellow Americans not to import me. Ask them to recreate and rewrite my
ideas" (1985, p. xiii-xix). As is clear here, Freire understands that his work and contexts are
unique and simply importing his approach would likely be underwhelming at best, or fail
outright. Despite Freire’s cognizance of this, he still found that some of his American
contemporaries were uncritically adopting his practices or rejecting them outright due to the
perceived differences across contexts.
In other words, American educators accepted his work but lamented not having in their
classrooms any oppressed Brazilian farmers or peasants yearning for emancipation. Freire’s
work has often been rejected in composition for geographical or agricultural reasons. Many
instructors’ students in U.S. contexts do not fit the profile of Brasilian farmers Freire worked
with. Most first-year composition students and writing tutors do not come to their instructor
wanting to understand a system with a hidden curriculum to undermine their liberation. The
ridicule is intentional here. As Roskelly and Ronald (2001) write, Freire’s proposal was often
interpreted in North American contexts as impossible, unuseful, or utopian, even. Owing to the
privileging of (untranslated) theory separated from praxis, it is no wonder that Freirean Pedagogy
is often seen as the unicorn of our pedagogical training. Freire never hoped that U.S. educators
would set off on a search for farmers seeking critical education. Instead, we have seen in the last
50 years the value of problem posing in education, which is universally portable.
Freire’s “banking concept” of education is widely recognized as a critique of a model of
education where authority and agency are centered on the teacher, the detentor of all knowledge,
as it were. In this concept, the students simply receive the teacher’s “deposits” of information
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which will then be “paid out” in testing and examinations. In opposition to this, Freire offers a
model of education where the teacher and students engage relevant questions led by the curiosity
and goals of all the members of the learning community. Rather than being ministered unto, the
students are guided by a teacher, in this case a knowledgeable accomplice to their learning.
Freire’s model of problem-posing education rejects the banking model by adopting a dialectic
relationship between theory and praxis which tests out truths in practice and returns to the act of
theorizing and enacting through praxis, which are in stark contrast to a teacher-centered banking
model. Freire’s approach to dialectical inquiry was an example of how problem posing could be
a powerful education tool. For teachers, Freire suggests that a translation of his pedagogy is a
necessary engagement of a critical problem-posing approach: teachers should then theorize how
to enact a critical approach to pedagogy for their own contexts as informed by the objectives of
the members of the learning community.
In what follows, I outline my acts of translation with regard to the HELP initiative. In
summarizing this project, I will focus on four main themes and findings. Specifically, I illustrate
the findings across the four themes of 1) interrogating schemas and deploying unofficial
resources, 2) shared identities as resources for agency development, 3) the importance of
changing the ethos of multilingual writing conferences and, finally, I discuss 4) The Praxis of
Risk Taking, and the Practice of Radical Trust in Limit Situations. After discussing our acts of
translation, I summarize the implications suggested by the findings of this dissertation study.

Interrogating Official Schemas and Considering Unofficial Resources
In Chapter 3, I illustrated the labels and preconditions that these international students
encountered upon entering the university as they enrolled in ESL Institute and pre-matriculation
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university-level courses. That is, I showed how the beginning of these students’ relationship with
university was characterized by a split in their student identities. On the one hand, because of
their status in the Zelos bridge program, these students were GBU students and took classes on
the GBU campus. On the other hand, they were enrolled in courses in the ESL Institute until
their English proficiency scores met the requirements for admission to GBU and matriculation in
GBU courses.
I argued that the discrepancies in these students’ status at the university provoked
dissonances for how they understood themselves on the GBU campus. That is, while there were
students at GBU, their status as ESL students did not grant them access to the university writing
center. As a result, they sought to reconcile identity dissonances through a negotiation of the
labels they were ascribed by Zelos marketing materials, the approach of the ESL Institute, and
identification by the university writing center. At once, the program designs and institutional
characterizations these international students encountered provoked identities of belonging and
membership on the campus as GBU students, on the one hand, and provoked identities of
isolation incited by labels associated with their status as ESL students on the other. This
negotiation led them to form the HELP organization, which was in itself a program design which
promoted anti-deficit identities as antithetical to the identities of isolation and difference they
sought to reject.
More specifically, this study has exemplified how HELP deployed protected institutional
identities. Organizational schemas can make starting a writing center a slow and bureaucratic
process. HELPers capitalized on the protections they enjoyed as students (essentially as endusers in the organizational plan of the university) to explore how to best shape the organization
they set out to find. As students, all members of HELP, we didn’t ask for permission or
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university sanction, or departmental approval before exploring the option to pursue forming a
writing club. In some ways, because we didn’t know who could grant that permission, we were
able to move ahead with founding HELP without much oversight from stakeholders on campus
like the ESL Institute, or the university writing center who might have wanted to influence the
trajectory of such an important and unique initiative. Because none of us knew how to position
this project institutionally, we proceeded as if conducting a concept test and worked on ways to
establish the working norms of the group on an ad hoc basis. A nebulous proto-definition phase
of a program like HELP can inform how other groups explore their own contexts, audiences,
and stakeholders through praxis before connecting to official channels.
This study also demonstrates how outsider status can be viewed as protected status in
situations like the HELP initiative. Paradoxically, because of HELPers’ status as students and my
own status as a graduate student, we felt authorized to experiment with little risk of sanction or
punishment from the administration, the ESL Institute, the university writing center, or the
composition program. While four of the founding HELPers saw me as their former teacher, my
own status on the campus was that of a graduate student with little influence beyond my own
classroom. My own status as a graduate student protected my place at the university so long as I
performed my teaching duties and completed coursework to the satisfaction of the program. We
knew that my involvement with HELP would be treated as a typical graduate student project.
From the perspective of the administration that was aware of this project, my involvement was
low-risk and low-commitment. My stipend for this work was a negligible line in the budget, and
the liability for the experiment of HELP would expire with my abandoning the project, or upon
my separation from the university. We knew also that any mistakes would be seen as learning
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opportunities, and we also knew that successes may not even be noticed given the many demands
on the time of faculty and administrators whom we shared our work with.
For readers, especially in this situation, if the powers-that-be aren’t paying attention, the
options for action are visible and present. It is crucial to seize those moments as fertile
possibilities for exercising the kind of resourcefulness which gets the job done.
Shared Identities as Resources for Agency Formation
In Chapter 4, I showed how HELPers negotiated and rejected deficit-laden identifications
and reframed their emerging learning as valuable identities/roles. I argued that, by forming
HELP as a community of practice, these international students leveraged shared identities and
personal networks to respond to environments of deficit. The very act of deploying shared
identities and personal networks allowed these students to form a community of practice which
made it possible for HELPers to distance themselves from labels and meanings which
highlighted deficit identities. The process of founding HELP created opportunities for learning
and investment in new possibilities and imagined communities. HELP, as a realized community,
allowed these students to imagine membership in wider communities of writers and competent
writing tutors--identities that rejected labels the university and scholarship had previously
reserved for them as a result of their status as English learners and international students.
My research found that another condition for the successful establishment of HELP was
that students had a personal commitment to other members of their network. Group identity and
personal networks were resources that mattered. Every HELPer I interviewed for this project
cited their personal connection to others in the group as the most sustaining reason for doing this
difficult, underpaid, underrecognized work. For example, in Chapter 5, Mao’s familiar
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relationship to the writer she works with is obvious in the nickname, Meimei “little sister,”
which Mao offered for her. Mao’s nickname for Meimei is an example of how they related to
one another. The directness and breaking of boundaries in their relationships exceeded the kind
of professional contract between a tutor and tutee that we often see in writing centers. It is
important to note that every HELPer was recruited by a classmate or friend. Each of the seven
HELPers in this study reported that their relationship with friends in HELP outweighed the
heavy workloads that HELP tutors had to manage every week from the training materials to
weekly meetings, to managing the tensions inherent in writing conferences with students whom
they could identify with so readily.
The Need for a Critical Awareness of Deficit Environments
Another finding that was evident in Chapter 4, and also in other chapters, was how an
institution’s deficit-framed environment for second language users could serve as a catalyst for
identity and agency development. I am hesitant to refer to deficit as “serving” as a catalyst for
the positive effects it might imply. However, my study found that one available condition was, in
fact, the subtle, pervasive fog of deficit that surrounds multilingual students. In addition to the
fog of deficit I demonstrated in chapter one, it is useful to unpack what I mean by a fog of deficit
and, in particular, why it worked as a motivating factor in the formation of HELP. As I have
said, it is a hallmark of deficit thinking to imagine that successful students find ways to
persevere and simply work themselves out of deficit. In other words, appeals to self-efficacy are
common in this framework. If HELP is interpreted as a demonstration of self-efficacy, many
may consider a deficit environment a fortuitous precondition for success.
It is not.
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Instead, a fundamental motivation of this project was to provide space and opportunity to
question and reject the status quo and value opportunities to explore responses to deficit
environments. The students who went on to create HELP began their thinking as a part of a
credit-bearing assignment which asked them to consider their environment and propose some
solutions to problems they defined in their examination. But the fog of deficit persists. HELPers
were confronted by doubts of HELP’s feasibility on the part of students, some faculty, and even
senior compatriots. In response, HELPers periodically used these doubts to fuel efforts to put in
the long hours to establish the organization and gain useful skills to be used in their work as
tutors. The existence of deficit perspectives can seem like a positive here. However,
acknowledging the existence of deficit perspectives was only useful for HELPers because they
had the means to combat those perspectives. That is, HELPers identified the deficit stance of the
university writing center within the structure of a course which trusted the students to investigate
their environments and goals from the perspective of ability. The fact that a deficit environment
existed is not a positive precondition for their success, but the course which valued their
investigations as part of coursework is one example of an anti-deficit programmatic response
which supports agency development in deficit environments.
Changing the Ethos of Conferences with ML Tutors
The third finding of this dissertation suggests that we as a field of writing specialists need
to embrace a radical shift in the ethos of conferences with multilingual tutors and writers. My
study of multilingual tutors in writing conferences proposes that when multilingual writers
occupy tutor positions, the ethos of the writing conference changes owing to the shared
relationships writers and tutors have to approaches to writing and learning to write. Harkening
back to Chapter 4, I had illustrated students’ shift into seeing themselves as Readers as a way for
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HELPers to negotiate associations of deficit around their status as emerging writers. By
highlighting a valued competency as “readers,” HELPers established an ethos of value that is not
in tension with their proficiency as writers, which is frequently evaluated and devalorized in a
context of deficit. HELPers reframed the ethos of their writing conferences by centering their
contributions around a competency that is valued by the student writer. They emphasize their
ability to read and discuss student writing with writers over and above their own ability to write.
This reframing aligns a label with a skill--a reader performing a reading task-demonstrates a clear alignment of a competency with a task and environment where that
competency is directly relevant. Moreover, such an alignment decidedly preempts deficit-laden
disconnections between an identity that the writer does not assume and her objectives. In many
ways, this reframing is perhaps the most profound and core revelation from this project, and one
that has been underrepresented in other research to date. This is a subtle shift in perspective. But
such a subtle shift is paradigm shifting for how we view our students and their work in our
research, teaching and program design. The evident shift instigated by the HELPers is that they
rejected evaluations of their writing skills when the competency they offered their peers was that
of invested readers of writing by an invested writer. Their shared L1 and L2 also allowed the
HELPers to communicate more fully with the writers about their writing. The ethos of the
conference insists that the tutor and the writer attend to their tasks, with what is valuable at the
forefront.
That kind of shift in identity is also visible in Chapter 5. In Chapter 5, I illustrated how
multilingual writing tutors can offer insights for re-envisioning writing conferences with
multilingual writers. For instance, in chapter 5, I discussed how these multilingual tutors
expand our sense of multilingual writers’ motivations to write and how those motivations inform
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their approach to offering revision feedback. For one, a study of the HELPers approach to
revision underscores that tutors should not be wasteful with the language student writers have
produced. The student writer has specific motivations for the language they choose to put on the
page. HELPers recognize this. The HELPers, in their work with fellow students, suggest a
respectful approach that recognizes that each sentence in a draft is hard-won. They demonstrate
how other writing tutors may want to find options for the writer to preserve much of the work
they trusted their tutor with.
The Praxis of Risk Taking, and the Practice of Radical Trust in Limit Situations
Here, I define “limit situation,” drawing on Freire as a constraint that prevents an agent
from acting in their own best interests according to their objectives. I see the term useful in how
it applies to the ways in which HELPers identified the constraints of the policies of the
university-sanctioned writing center and investigated ways to respond to those limits at some risk
to start HELP. Overall, this dissertation has examined various moments of risk-taking, which led
to the establishment of HELP and the programmatic and pedagogical shifts which are necessary
to the discovery of an anti-deficit ethos for multilingual student tutors.
While the first three findings I’ve discussed have illustrated specific opportunities for
paradigmatic shifts, the fourth finding of this dissertation is in some ways the most foundational
given that it is predicated on what it argues for. That is, the finding becomes real as a result of
the practice; specifically, for this project, establishing HELP and even researching HELP’s
foundation, was the very praxis of taking risks and the enacting of radical trust in the face of
constraints which demonstrated that they are themselves the appropriate response to such
constraints. This project and its findings are all predicated on these ideas of praxis and trust. This
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work would not be possible without trust in the abilities of each student to search out ways to
found and sustain an organization. Likewise, this research would not come to light without trust
as a first principle between me and the tutors I worked alongside.
In chapters 3, 4, and 5, I illustrated how HELP is a result of dialectical problem posing,
balancing theory and praxis, subtly hopeful for progress. For the HELPers, risk-taking was
always a practical investigation of their positions with regard to the other institutional and
philosophical positions on the campus: the university writing center, the ESL Institute and its
faculty, Zelos, and even other international multilingual students in similar positions. I argue
that the HELPers capitalized on their student status and identities to be able to investigate the
limit situations they identified as constraints to opportunities for identity formation and student
agency development. My first finding discusses how HELPers use “outsider identities” to
protect them from close scrutiny, but this finding is a product of the praxis that took many
months to produce the finding I write about above. That is, in order to arrive at that insight,
HELPers had to be prepared to test those possibilities with their identities and positions at risk.
As Freire tells us, “radical trust in people, is at the heart of revolutionary teaching”
(Essex 2001, p. 214). The praxis of risk-taking is intimately connected to the practice of radical
trust. Freire tells us that radical trust is a consequence of a dialogue supported by “love, humility,
and faith,” in a horizontal relationship (Freire 1970, p. 91). For Freire, radical trust is only
established through dialogue, an honest engagement in the project of critical education. So, then
for Freire, dialogue recognizes the humanity and agency of each person. Therefore, in order to
teach, research, and design programs we must privilege enacting radical trust as something that is
practiced in and through dialogue.
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I argue that radical trust is the necessary paradigm we must adopt in order to reframe
conversations about the fog of deficit that surrounds multilingual students and the agency and
identity options available to them. For example, one example of radical trust in practice was that
all recruitment, training, and professional development in HELP sidestepped grading or other
evaluative assessment. In practice, adopting a no-grading policy for hiring and training
multilingual tutors underscores the expanded range of options for identities in writing
conversations made possible by investing in continuous learning and not in arbitrary
comparisons to a standard, which are inherently deficit-laden. The practice of radical trust is a
radical affirmation of the fundamental legitimacy of each student who wants to learn to tutor.
Practicing radical trust in this way is, in turn, an affirmation of trust in education and in the
possibilities of learning.
When radical trust undergirds critical praxis, we can observe resourcefulness and clever
moments of magical innovation. For tutors in this study, we observe small, subversive moments
where a seeming lack of power and institutional standing made space for the HELPers to claim
little corners of the campus collectively, and imperceptibly. Consider HELP’s mechanism for
securing “institutional space” on campus as an unfunded student group: HELPers took turns
signing out the same large group study room in GBU’s library to circumvent the library’s limits
on consecutive reservations for individual students. The effort to co-opt individual resources to
gain an organizational foothold in the library is an example of agency that is resourceful and
subversive, which is ultimately a result of the trust which supports critical inquiry of limit
situations. Adopting radical trust to support critical inquiry is a transportable practice to any
program and context.
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Above, I have outlined the major findings of this study and summarized the conditions at
GBU that HELPers acted on in their work to found and sustain HELP and how the HELPers
negotiated identities to capitalize on those conditions. In the next section, I will discuss some
implications of this dissertation. That said, in the same way that translation is crucial for a critical
pedagogy framework, I end by arguing that the implications from this work require the adoption
of a perspective of co-conspiratorship.

Implications
Even when (as we shall see is most often the case) the contributing Scholars or Researchers
propose some practical implications for their offering, what tends to happen is that some or all of
the contextual constraints that define the “imported” knowledge in its home community are
ignored when Practitioners translate it into knowledge about what to do.
(Stephen North 1987, p. 25-6)
Implications for Writing Centers
In the end, this dissertation can offer writing centers and writing center scholars insights
into re-seeing writing center practices, administration, and tutor training. One major shift in
stance this study suggests is that research, practice, and program administration must be
cognizant of the people, agents, and problem-posers (the ML students, tutors) who have to be at
the front of the work that we do in these contexts. Scholars, administrators and teachers must
trust students with the agency they need to act on their environments to meet their needs. Our
view of our students, research, programming, and teaching will improve when we insist that the
work in those domains is guided by that trust.
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Members or writing center communities can benefit from gateless hiring. Although all
“proficient” tutors who submit writing samples and sit for interviews can and do make uniquely
valuable contributions to the writing center community, we committed to learning what we could
learn from students who wanted to learn more. This claim deserves more serious attention and
further research, for how it can radically transform who we think of as holders of valuable
knowledge. It is no surprise that the case becomes more complex with multilingual writers. At
GBU, the multilingual writer’s writing sample and faculty recommendation are more quickly
interpreted as currency of worthiness and evidence of proficiency to gain access to tutor training.
Writing discourse and writing proficiency are distinct and always evolving. HELP demonstrates
clearly how much a writing center stands to gain from opening up the “staff bench” to any
multilingual writers who are motivated to do this work. Naturally, in practice, writing centers
with limited funds may have to make use of some benchmark to decide how to recruit their staff,
but I reject that it should rely heavily on written products or faculty recommendations. Perhaps a
practical interview where the candidate is encouraged to demonstrate how she puzzles through
ideas with the writer and how they might approach a negotiation of priorities would be as
valuable as a polished draft which demonstrates quality but hides the valuable behaviors writing
tutors can help students to practice.
One radical aspect of HELP was its onboarding process. Our protocol purposefully
protected gateless hiring. Any multilingual students who had finished ESL50 (Bridge English)
could begin training as a tutor: we required no writing samples, no interviews, no proficiency
tests, or faculty endorsements. The open criteria for becoming a HELP tutor fostered growth.
Our decision to have gateless hiring was primarily motivated by our desire to increase
access to opportunities and real and imagined communities for learning for all persons who
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wanted to be involved. There was some early skepticism from faculty about quality control and
the need for faculty recommendations, which were welcome but not required. We found that any
students who joined the group with ambitions to tutor in HELP worked and studied to prepare
themselves to contribute meaningfully to the group and to help students they worked
with. Gateless hiring promoted the growth of the tutor staff and HELP’s name recognition in the
ESL program.
Additionally, tutors can benefit from gateless hiring. but most importantly, any student
who wanted to be a tutor also developed important writing skills, disciplinary discourse, and
tutoring techniques in the process of training. It bears repeating that, in its very name, Hi English
Learning Partner (HELP) emphasized an ethos of learning and partnership throughout. I
discussed in the first chapter Geller et al.’s (2007) argument that learning communities would do
well to avoid traditional stratifications and hierarchical relationships. As I demonstrated in
Chapter 5, the conference between Meimei and Mao offered opportunities for learning for both
the student writer and the student tutor. This study hints at the idea that maintaining an ethos of
learning and partnership has obvious benefits for all members of the community and the
community itself, but is a hypothesis that deserves further inquiry.
WC directors need to foster ethos and leadership roles for MLW tutors. Gateless hiring
rejects deficit-laden beliefs that we as writing centers must control for quality of writing advice.
But it is only the first step. From an administrative perspective, gateless onboarding of tutors is a
positive development because it invites fuller access to tutoring roles in writing conferences.
Radical trust affords writing centers other opportunities to expand and recognize the range roles
available to multilingual student tutors. Writers have varying degrees of success and satisfaction
with sharing their writing with others. The procedural ceremony of selecting and hiring tutors via
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writing samples and faculty endorsements would eliminate opportunities to learn from emerging
writers who are equipped with ways of talking about writing that may be less obvious to more
experienced writers, as I’ve discussed in Chapter 5. As a way to actively reject deficit views of
who can be tutors and what knowledge is worth sharing, we wanted to learn what we could learn
from tutors who were also still puzzling through how to demystify writing assignments, learning
more ways to approach a writing task, becoming more grammatically and rhetorically flexible in
English.
The short discussion in Chapter 5 illustrates the many goals different writers have when
they consider revision, word counts, sentence length and vocabulary choice. In some writing
centers, some directors bring in a panel of multilingual students to share multilingual
perspectives of writing with their tutors, as it happened at GBU. As we saw in HELP, hiring
tutors who some might still consider emerging writers expands the writing center’s expertise far
more robustly than by doing interviews with multilingual writers who are invited to share
experiences with tutoring staff periodically during staff trainings. As the diversity of writing skill
increases, so does the writing center’s understanding of MLW’s writing and writing processes.
Moreover, hiring MLWs to contribute to the institutional knowledge of the writing center is
ethically preferable over mining their hardwon knowledge and experience of writing in English
and other languages. Furthermore, hiring NNES tutors explicitly dismantles linguistic hierarchies
and prescriptivist ideologies.
The view of expanding discourses I’ve just explained has implications for writing centers
as well. On the one hand, writing centers have long denounced attempts to relegate them to
mere “fix-it” shops. On the other hand, when language differences are concerned, the tension
between assimilation and accommodation, to use Severino’s (1993) terms, is ever-present for
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multilingual students. HELP suggests that multilingual students have good insights for how to
manage the tensions of assimilating to dominant academic discourses and expanding our view of
multilingual writers’ agentive choices and authorial ethos. This requires writing center
scholarship and practitioners to reconsider expanding profiles for who occupies tutor roles and
how they shape writing conversations.
It bears repeating that HELP was founded and run by students taking on leadership roles
in developing this enterprise. In addition to attending training and conducting writing
conferences with students, some HELPers managed the staff schedule, designed a system to
schedule and maintain appointments for writing conferences, made contact with faculty to secure
invitations to promote HELP to students in classes, designed and managed the public-facing
HELP website, recorded and archived meeting minutes, and managed the weekly posts in the
private weekly training blog. Although these roles were central to the operation of HELP, we
regarded those roles as part of the interior infrastructure of our center and therefore didn’t
understand how explicitly naming the roles would foster the tutors’ ethos and expand the range
of valuable and valued competencies in HELP.
After a few instances of HELPers asking me to review their resumes and applications for
internships, I noticed they often recorded their part time jobs on campus, but included their
relationship with HELP as an extracurricular activity in the same section as their membership in
the multicultural sorority. For example, Jiaqiao’s resume listed her work at the campus dining
hall and outlined that she maintained the silverware, water, and juice stations, but failed to
mention the many hours she had devoted to designing HELP’s website, the many hours of
meetings and focus groups for the logo that now represents the group. When I revealed my
surprise at what seemed like an obvious oversight, the HELPers reported that they didn’t have
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titles and therefore didn’t know how to represent their work on their resumes. What is obvious is
not always explicit. From then on, HELP had a Faculty Outreach Coordinator, Website
Administrator, Blog Manager, Administrative Executive, Logistics Expert, and Social Media
Manager.
From then on, everytime I referred to Mao as our “Faculty Outreach Coordinator”, I
would sometimes jokingly add on other titles to drive the point home: “Faculty Outreach
Coordinator, Director, CEO, and President.” Mao and the other HELPers often laughed but those
moments expanded our ethos and extended identities and roles the HELPers could present in
their resumes, which would in turn accurately represent the value they could bring on to their
next roles outside of the university. In addition to designing opportunities for students to have an
expanded range of experiences and roles in their programs, WPAs can consider how those roles
will contribute to transferable ethos students can take advantage of during and after their studies.
Tutor training and/or TA training. The training of tutors and also TAs, as we think about
writing center administration and other writing/ESL programs more broadly, must
reconceptualize ML students' language resources according to their goals as users of English,
and seek to expand possibilities for those students in their courses and in their teaching. I see this
missed opportunity in my own experience as a teacher. My professional experience as an ESL
teacher and English language examiner for multilingual students conditioned me to understand
language proficiency as gatekeeping. As a result, my view of teaching became implicitly focused
on helping students overcome those gatekeeping tests and benchmarks. This dissertation helped
me understand multilingual students’ language practices beyond performances. Perhaps the most
important lesson for me as a teacher came from how often I bore witness to students’ ability to
reframe—over and over—the conditions for their learning and my perspectives on the shape of
149

that learning. As Norton & Toohey (2011) explain, “identity is theorized as multiple, changing,
and a site of struggle” (p.414). As a result, the HELPers showed me how students negotiated,
revealed, struggled for, and constructed new identities on campus. They gave me new options
for understanding their capabilities and performance possibilities that I was not able to
understand even when they were students in my first-year writing class as in the case of Mao,
Jiaqiao, Xiaoyu, and Xiaolaoshi. HELP illustrated how a shift in focus and context allowed
students to explore and expand their understanding of their own goals and sense of ethos as
writers.

Implications for Writing and English Language Programs: What should WPAs be doing?
Commitments made by WPAs are important because the program design can outlast any
individual’s policies and predilections in a course. Programmatic mission statements are less
susceptible to discontinuation when administrators move in and out of the role, especially when
the campus has witnessed the valuable outcomes of the commitments in the mission statement.
For example, how departments conduct placement of international, multilingual writers in
writing courses demonstrates a department’s position on multilingualism to students and faculty
alike. That is, it is crucial to examine the extent of agency students can exercise in their
placement decisions as illustrated by Saenkhum (2016). Furthermore, a department’s view of
multilingual students can be deciphered in how and where students are asked or invited to
identify as multilingual. Such an identification on a writing placement sample may negatively
affect the reader’s placement whereas an invitation to highlight multiple languages for a graded
assignment could reaffirm the student’s identity and competencies in the program.
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In the first chapter, I discussed how ascribed institutional identities can make
administrative decisions difficult for writing programs and the students they serve. If we take
seriously that these students come from one program to another (from English Language
Programs to English Departments, for example), then it is important for writing program
administrators to consider how institutional labels are ascribed to students and to examine how
certain labels persist across students’ academic trajectories. For example, it is worth reiterating
the point that labels regarding English proficiency in an intensive English program, for instance,
can limit perspectives on the linguistic and rhetorical resources students bring to a First-Year
Writing course or a writing center conference.
The implications of a seemingly subtle shift in how we label multilingual students:
students who aren’t successful users of English to students who come to our classes able to
access two or more languages at once. HELP privileges the latter label and that makes what
happened in HELP possible. Perhaps most importantly, this dissertation highlights the need for
explicitly anti-deficit scholarship, writing programming, and pedagogy that seeks out what is
important, valuable, and a contribution that we owe to the multilingual students we have the
opportunity to work with, teach, and learn from.
WPA can/should start these conversations by shifting their stances to making it possible
for students to have input on their writing education. This can begin with the first-year writing
course. It is worth noting that HELP emerged from a student project in my themed first-year
writing course for multilingual students much like the course Cox describes in Shapiro et al
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(2016)29. As Cox put it, “I sought to create optimal conditions for agency by inviting students
into the academic conversation on second language writing, equipping students with the same
literature and tools that academics have access to, and providing a venue for self-positioning as
international students at Dartmouth” (p. 43).
Similarly, in designing this first-year writing course, I invited the international
multilingual students to read and respond to some of the more relevant and accessible
scholarship being written about multilingual students. A project like HELP demonstrates how the
relationship between teaching and research can be more than a cliché: founding HELPers were
more agents of research than objects of study. Every record we kept and maintained was a source
of study and development for us all involved. In this way, a design for learning that works to
whittle down a hiearcharchical teacher/student dynamic allows for possibilities that emphasize
the act of learning instead of the subject who learns, which is a shift Freire (1979), Wenger
(2000) and Geller et al. (2007) advocate for.
It would be easy to say that the lesson from HELP is that first-year writing courses can
create classroom spaces where TAs and instructors can ask students what matters to them. In a
word, it is always possible to reductively view teaching as addressing deficits. Instead, we saw
HELP as a space for increasing possibilities of small-d discourses (linguistic codes) and capitalD Discourses (social codes) (as in Gee 1996; 1999; 2000). Naturally, the very idea of Discourses
implies more or less privilege depending on the Discourse relative to the speaker and the context
where it is deployed. So then, an additive view of Discourses rejects an accommodationist stance
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Although I had not read Cox’s description in Shapiro et al. 2016 when HELP started, I am grateful for the many
personal communications we had from 2012 onward where she shared approaches for teaching multilingual
students and shared a syllabus for the sort of course she would go on to describe in Shapiro et al (2016).
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(as in Severino 1993) to code-switching, where students learn that less privileged home
discourses are accepted but only in some contexts. Rather, an additive view of Discourses
(similar to additive views of multilingualism)--and of teaching by extension--allows for the
agentive deployment of Discourses as rejections and responses to dominant Discourses.
In this view, the study of HELP and the students provides WPAs with a way to
understand teaching (and the training of writing teachers) as a way to expand resources for
students, and honestly, for the writing program and what it can offer. Writing programs, as well
as ESL programs, train teachers and develop a program culture that is informed by an additive
Discourse perspective. Such a perspective makes no prescription for when those resources
should be deployed, which is very often at odds with the constraints of academic and
professional life. A shift in stance is necessary for these kinds of changes to take hold, and to
embrace a critical consciousness in our work with multilingual writers.
This isn’t just true of program administration, it is also true about the ways in which
WPAs and composition scholars, L2 writing scholars, approach research, as I will discuss next.
Implications for Research: The Role of/Need For Co-conspirators
“...to characterize a piece of ethnographic research as apolitical is a political statement.”
(Katz, 2004 p. 280).

Students and their writing have been the major preoccupations of the field of
Composition and Rhetoric. The field literally started from a place of deficit, when at Harvard
College faculty identified the decline of the quality of student writing and responded by creating
the nation’s first compulsory first-year college writing course (Brereton 1995). In the next
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century, Open Admissions presented the academy with students labeled as “under-prepared” for
college-level writing, and the response from some faculty was to try to figure out exactly what
that meant and how we could, in the university, prepare those students for the demands of
college work. Shaughnessy (1970) offered transformative ways of understanding student work
and to reverse the damage of deficit perspectives in writing instruction. Furthermore, as I have
demonstrated in the first chapter, the field of second language writing initially portrayed
multilingual students within a fog of deficit in its own right, and has shifted its perspective in
more recent scholarship. There are a lot of things one can say about deficit-ideologies and
Composition but, relevant to the work of this project, is how students figure into our research. To
be a bit reductive (but not entirely): something must be fixed. As such, student writers and their
writing problems have dominated our research agenda in the earliest years of the discipline and
continue to occupy a large portion of our disciplinary imagination.
The title for this part of this chapter is purposeful. Because ethnographic research is
political, as Katz (2004) suggests above, the implications of such research are necessarily
political as well. Therefore as a co-conspirator, I conceived the design, analysis and discussion of
this dissertation to explicitly uncover acts and findings which disturb the atmosphere of deficit
for these students on this campus, and in some small way, in the corpus of ethnographic research
about multilingual students. Implications and conclusions that emerge from this dissertation are
most valuable for writing program administrators, composition and L2 writing researchers, and
faculty members who adopt the stance of a co-conspirator and want to highlight and create
moments where multilingual students engage in anti-deficit work vital to identity formation and
student agency development.
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In a lot of ways, my project in this dissertation has been to expose—or to quicken the
reveal—of the many assets this group of international multilingual students brought to their
campus and their communities. In a sort of “co-conspirator” role, it is almost difficult to say that
I have put forth “research” or that I have made new knowledge, only because I certainly haven’t
done this alone. I have leaned heavily on description and the HELPers’ own words and worked
to point to ways of seeing work that multilingual students do all the time and the new contexts
they discovered to problem-pose and act on those questions. It is of course true that these
students, the HELPers, did inhabit novel roles in academic spaces that are still largely
unavailable to students like them. It is also true that accounts like theirs are still necessary to
inform our work but also to highlight theirs. It is just as important to note what is not new: the
deficit thinking that perfuses so many facets of American education of culturally and
linguistically minoritized students persists. The fog of deficit still surrounds us. The scholarly
and programmatic persistence of deficit views of multilingual students must be named so that it
may be defeated. Black Lives Matter co-founder and Special Projects Director for National
Domestic Workers Alliance, Alicia Garza insisted that powerful community programs need coconspirators and not allies[1]. Garza describes the tensions in the two terms by saying that “Coconspiracy is about what we do in action, not just in language…it is about moving through guilt
and shame and recognizing that we did not create none of this stuff. And so what we are taking
responsibility for is the power that we hold to transform our conditions” (n.d., p. 5). As I have
discussed already, I positioned myself as a co-conspirator as I acted in my design, analysis, and
discussion of the work and insights these student tutors offered through HELP.
With a view to “transform our condition,” this project rejects the idea that students need,
first, to be fixed, and, second, that they are the object of research rather than collaborators of
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research. If students are “in a field,” it is important that they know that, and that they have
opportunities to understand what they contribute and respond in accessible ways. HELP
illustrates what happens when the objects of our research respond to that very research as
scholars and practitioners in their own right.
This dissertation opens up new ground for further research. One further study, for
example, should investigate the role of motivation as it pertains to multilingual tutor education in
writing center contexts. Such a study might be framed in ways that reject ideas of grit, selfefficacy, or self-advocacy, which often serve as the crutches of an implicit deficit perspective on
our campuses, discussed at length in Chapter 1. Such a study might help researchers to
understand the roles of identity and investment in motivation for tutor education in ways that
recognize the centrality of the system in relationship to the tutor. Another potential research
study might be fueled by what Mei Ling and Xiaoyu say in Chapter 4 about “having guts” to
give writing feedback to NES writers in peer writing conferences. It would be productive for the
fields of composition and second language writing to understand whether building confidence in
giving feedback to NNES writers in an L1 context, like the L1-L1 peer conference discussed in
Chapter 5 of this dissertation. Would such L1-L1 peer conferences help ML students to transfer
and develop stronger, measurable levels of confidence for giving feedback to NES writers in
other courses and contexts? How do issues of nativism, gender, and language politics complicate
the possibilities for transfer in these situations? Increasingly, in our research, it is imperative that
questions of nativism and language politics -- how they arise in our writing courses, in our
writing programs, in our writing centers, in the support we provide students-- become part of our
research paradigm, impacting how we develop our questions, pursue our research method, and
how we approach our work with student participants. We need to adopt an ethos of radical trust
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which recognizes that students can be clear-headed about what they need on the one hand, and a
radical trust which insists that they be something more than informants to our research and
programming initiatives.
In a sense, we need to enact radical trust in what these students can do for themselves and
for us the scholars and teachers who work with them. Radical trust is not always measurable in
academic year outcomes. It requires a fundamental commitment to the idea that investing in the
fundamental capabilities of students and colleagues is worthwhile, a priori. The returns on those
investments aren’t always immediately visible to assessment protocols, but those affirmations of
value, competency, and contribution are recorded subtly in the imagined and realized identities
of those we trusted. Over generations, our affirmations of trust—affirmations in the fundamental,
full humanity of our peers/co-conspirators—will work to push away the fog of deficit we
witnessed before we embraced radical trust as a foundational stance for the project of education.

157

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Adler-Kassner, L., & Wardle, E. (Eds.). (2015). Naming what we know: Threshold concepts of
writing studies. Logan: Utah State University Press.
Anderson, B. (1991). Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism. London: Verso.
Bakhtin, M. (1986). Speech genres and other late essays (C. Emerson & M. Holquist, Eds.; V.
McGee, Trans.). Austin: University of Texas Press.
Ballingall, T. (2013). A Hybrid Discussion of Multiliteracy and Identity Politics. Praxis: A
Writing Center Journal, 11(1), 1-6.

Berlin, J. A. (1992). Freirean Pedagogy in the U.S.: A Response. Journal of Advanced
Composition, 12(2), 414-421. Retrieved January 19, 2014.

Berthoff, A. E. (1990, April). Paulo Freire's Liberation Pedagogy. Language Arts, 67(4), 362369. Retrieved January 19, 2014.

Bitzel, A. (2013). Who are "we?"Examining identity using the multiple dimensions of identity
model, Praxis: A Writing Center Journal, 10(1), 1-9. Web. 24 Jan. 2013.
Blazer, S. (2015). Twenty-first Century Writing Center Staff Education: Teaching and Learning
towards Inclusive and Productive Everyday Practice. The Writing Center Journal, 35 (1), 17-55.
Canagarajah, A. S. (2002). Multilingual writers and the academic community: towards a critical
relationship. Journal of English for Academic Purposes, 1, 29-44. Available at:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S1475-1585(02)7-3.
_____ (2013). Redefining proficiency in global English. In T. Nugrahenny & C. Manara (Eds.),
Contextualizing the pedagogy of English as an international language: Issues and tensions
(chap. 1). New Castle UK: Cambridge Scholars Publishing.

158

Carino, P. (2003). Power and authority in peer tutoring. In Pemberton, M., & Kinkead, J. (Eds.),
The Center Will Hold: Critical Perspectives on Writing Center Scholarship (pp. 96-113). Logan,
UT: Utah State IP.
Condon, F. (2007). Beyond the known: Writing centers and the work of anti-racism. The Writing
Center Journal, 27(2), 19-38. Print.
Cox, M., Jordan, J., Ortmeier-Hooper, C., & National Council of Teachers of English. (2010).
Reinventing identities in second language writing. Urbana: National Council of Teachers of
English.

Crumpler, T. P., Handsfield, L. J., & Dean, T. R. (2011). Constructing difference differently in
language and literacy professional development. Research in the Teaching of English, 46, 55-59.

Cummins, J. (1999) BICS and CALP. Clarifying the distinction, ERIC ED438551. Available
online from
http://eric.ed.gov/ERICWebPortal/search/detailmini.jsp?_nfpb=true&_&ERICExtSearch_Search
Value_ 0=ED438551&ERICExtSearch_SearchType_0=no&accno=ED438551

______. (2001). Empowering minority students: A framework for intervention. Harvard
Educational Review, 71(4), 656-675.
Denny, H. (2005). Queering the writing center. The Writing Center Journal, 25(2), 39-62. Print.
Diab, R. et al. (2012). A Multi-dimensional Pedagogy for Racial Justice in Writing Centers.
Praxis: A Writing Center Journal, 10(1), 1-8. Web. 24 Jan. 2013.
Dudley-Marling, C. (2007). Return of the deficit. Journal of Educational Controversy,
2(1). Article 5. Available at: http://cedar.wwu.edu/jec/vol2/iss1/5
______. (2011). What’s in a name: The trouble with “struggling readers,” Talking Points, 23(1),
2-7.
______ . (2015)Resilience Of Deficit Thinking. Journal of teaching and learning, 10(1), 1-12.

159

Dudley-Marling, C. & Paugh, P. (2010). Confronting the discourse of deficiencies. Disability
Studies Quarterly (online). Available at: http://dsq-sds.org/article/view/1241
Dunham, N. (2018) A Discussion on Student Use of Theoretical Frameworks for the
Analysis. Journal of Advances in Education Research, 3(1), 1-10. Available at:
http://oaji.net/articles/2017/5454-1519798510.pdf
Erlandson, D.A., Harris, E.L., Skipper, B.L., & Allen, S.D. (1993). Doing naturalistic inquiry.
Newbury Park, CA: Sage.
Ferris, D. (2014). Language Power: Tutorials for Writers. Boston, MA: Bedford/St. Martin’s.
Freire, P. (1998) Teachers as Cultural Workers - Letters to Those Who Dare Teach, Translated
by Donaldo Macedo, Dale Koike, and Alexandre Oliveira, Boulder, CO, Westview Press.
Gee, J.P. (1996). Social linguistics and literacies: Ideology in discourses (2nd ed.). Bristol, PA:
The Falmer Press.

______ (1999). An introduction to discourse analysis: Theory and method. New York:
Routledge.

______ (2000). Identity as an analytic lens for research in education. Review of Research in
Education, 25, 99-125.
Giroux. H. (2013). Critical Pedagogy in Dark Times. Praxis: A Writing Center Journal, 16(2),
27-38.
______ (2014). The Violence of Organized Forgetting: Thinking Beyond America’s
Disimagination Machine. City Lights Books.

______ (2015). Dangerous Thinking in the Age of the New Authoritarianism. Routledge
Publishers.

160

Glesne, C. (2006). Becoming qualitative researchers: An introduction. Boston: Pearson/Allyn &
Bacon.
_____ (2015). Becoming qualitative researchers. (5th Ed.) (pp. 26). Pearson Education. Kindle
Edition.
Gorski, P. (2011). Unlearning deficit ideology and the scornful gaze: Thoughts on authenticating
the class discourse in education. In R. Ahlquist, P. Gorski, & T. Montaño (Eds.), Assault on
Kids: How Hyper-Accountability, Corporatization, Deficit Ideology, and Ruby Payne Are
Destroying Our Schools. New York, NY: Peter Lang.
Graff, G., & Birkenstein, C. (2014). "They say / I say": the Moves that Matter in Academic
Writing. Third edition. New York: W.W. Norton & Company.
Grainger, K., & Jones, P. E. (2013). The 'Language Deficit' argument and beyond. Language and
Education, 27(2), 95-98.
Grimm, N. (2011). Retheorizing writing center work to transform a system of advantage based
on race. In Greenfield, L., & Rowan, K. (Eds.), Writing Centers and the New Racism (pp. 84100). Logan: Utah State UP. Print.
Gutiérrez, K.D., & Orellana, M. F. (2006). At Last: The "Problem" of English Learners:
Constructing Genres of Difference. Research in the Teaching of English, 40(4), 502-507.
Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/40171712
Hambacher, E., & Thompson, W. C. (2015). Breaking the mold: thinking beyond deficits.
Journal of Educational Controversy, 9 (1). Article 7.
Available at: http://cedar.wwu.edu/jec/vol9/iss1/7
Harris, M. (1992). Collaboration is not collaboration: Writing center tutorials vs. peer-response
groups. College Composition and Communication 43(3), 369 – 383. Print
Harris, M., & Silva, T. (1993). Tutoring ESL Students: Issues and Options. College Composition
and Communication, 44(4), 525-537.
Kanno, Y. (2003). Negotiating bilingual and bicultural identities: Japanese returnees betwixt
two worlds. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum

161

Kramsch, C. (2000). Global and local identities in the contact zone. In C. Gnutzmann Teaching
and learning English as a global language (pp. 131- 143). Tübingen, Germany: Stauffenberg
Verlag.
_____ (2009). The multilingual subject: What foreign language learners say about their
experience and why it matters. Oxford. UK: Oxford University Press.
Kramsch, C. & von Hoene, L. (2001). Cross-cultural excursions: Foreign language study and
feminist discourses of travel. In Pavlenko, A., Blackledge, A. & Piller, I (Eds.). Multilingualism,
Second Language Learning, and Gender (pp 283-308). Berlin, Boston: De Gruyter Mouton.
Leki, I. (1992). Understanding ESL writers : A guide for teachers. Portsmouth, N.H.:
Boynton/Cook.
Matsuda, P. K., Cox, M., Jordan, J., & Ortmeier-Hooper, C. (Eds.). (2006). Second language
writing in the composition classroom: A critical sourcebook. New York, NY: Bedford/St.
Martins.
McCarthy, E. C. & Russo, C.D. (2016). We don’t do that here: calling out deficit discourse in the
writing center to reframe multilingual graduate support. Praxis: A Writing Center Journal, 14
(1), 62-71.
McLaren, P. (1999). A pedagogy of possibility: Reflecting upon Paulo Freire’s politics of
education: In memory of Paulo Freire. Educational Researcher, 28(2), 49-56.
Meyer, J., & Land, R. (2006). Overcoming barriers to student understanding: Threshold
concepts and troublesome knowledge. London: Routledge.
Morton, J., Storch, N. & Thompson, C. (2015). What our students tell us: Perceptions of three
multilingual students on their academic writing in first year. Journal of Second Language
Writing, 30, 1-13.
Newman, W.C. (2017). Tutoring translingual writers: The logistics of error and ingenuity.
Praxis: A Writing Center Journal, 14(3), 56-62.

162

Norton, B. (2001). Non-participation, imagined communities and the language classroom. In M.
Breen (Ed.), Learner contributions to language learning: New directions in research (pp. 159171). New York: Longman.
Norton, B., & Toohey, K. (2011). Identity, language learning, and social change. Language
Teaching, 44(4), 412–446
Ortmeier-Hooper,C. (2008). "English may be my second language, but I'm not 'ESL'". College
Composition and Communication, 59(3), 389-419.
______ (2010). The shifting nature of identity: Social identity, L2 writers, and high school. In M.
Cox, J. Jordan, C. Ortmeier-Hooper, & G. G. Schwartz (Eds.), Reinventing identities in second
language writing (pp. 5-25). Urbana, IL: NCTE
Patton, M. Q. (1990). Qualitative evaluation and research methods (2nd ed.). Newbury Park,
CA: Sage Publications.
Pavlenko, A., & Norton, B. (2007). Imagined communities, identity, and English language
learning. In J. Cummings & C. Davison (Eds.), International handbook of English language
teaching (pp. 669-680). New York: Springer.
Prior, P. (1998). Writing/disciplinarity: A sociohistoric account of literate activity in the
academy. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.
_____ (2004). Tracing process: How texts come into being. In C. Bazerman & P. Prior (Eds.),
What writing does and how it does it (pp. 167-200). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.
Rafoth, B. (2015). Multilingual writers and writing centers. University Press of Colorado.
Ronald, K., & Roskelly, H. (2001). Untested feasibility: Imagining the pragmatic possibility of
Paulo Freire. College English, 63(5), 612-632.
Ronesi, L. (2009). Theory in/to practice: Multilingual tutors supporting multilingual peers: A
peer-tutor training course in the Arabian Gulf. The Writing Center Journal, 29(2), 75-94.

163

Roskelly, H., & Ronald, K. (1998). Reason to believe: Romanticism, pragmatism, and the
teaching of writing. SUNY Press.
Royster, J.J, & Kirsch, G. E. (2018). Social Circulation and Legacies of Mobility for NineteenthCentury Women: Implications for Using Digital Resources in Socio-Rhetorical Projects. In
Gries, L. & Brooke, C. G. (Eds.), Circulation, Writing, and Rhetoric[pp.170-188]. Logan: Utah
State University Press, 2018.
Ruecker, T. (2011). Reinventing Identities in Second Language Writing (Book Review).
Composition Studies, 39(2), 174-177.
Saenkhum, T. (2016). Decisions, agency, and advising: Key issues in the placement of
multilingual writers into first-year composition courses. Logan, UT: Utah State University Press.
Saldaña, R., Jr. (2009). The case of the pen gone missing: A Mickey Rangel mystery. Houston,
TX: Piñata.
Severino, C. (1993). The sociopolitical implications of response to second language and second
dialect writing. Journal of Second Language Writing, 2(3), 181-201.
______ (1994). Writing centers as linguistic contact zones and borderlands. The Writing Lab
Newsletter, 19, 1-5. Print.
______ (2004). Avoiding appropriation. In S. Bruce & B. Rafoth (Eds.), ESL Writers: A guide
of writing center tutors (pp. 48–59). Portsmouth: Boynton/Cook.

Shapiro, S., Cox, M., Shuck, G., & Simnitt, E. (2016). Teaching for Agency: From Appreciating
Linguistic Diversity to Empowering Student Writers. Composition Studies, 44(1), 31-52.
Shapiro, D., Dundar, A., Wakhungu, P.K., Yuan, X., Nathan, A. & Hwang, Y. (2016,
November). Completing College: A National View of Student Attainment Rates – Fall 2010
Cohort (Signature Report No. 12). Herndon, VA: National Student Clearinghouse Research
Center.
Thonus, T. (1993). Tutors as teachers: Assisting ESL/EFL students in the writing center. The
Writing Center Journal, 13(2), 44-62.
164

______ (1999). Dominance in academic writing tutorials: Gender, language proficiency and the
offering of suggestions. Discourse and Society, 10(2), 225-248.
______(2001). Triangulation in the writing center: Tutor, tutee, and instructor perception of the
tutor’s role. The Writing Center Journal, 22(1), 59–81.
Tsui, A. (2007). Complexities of identity formation: A narrative inquiry of an EFL teacher. Tesol
Quarterly, 41(4), 657-680.
Trimbur, J. (1997). Peer Tutoring': A contradiction in terms?. The Writing Center Journal, 7(2),
21-28. Print.
______ (2000). Multiliteracies, Social Futures, and Writing Centers. Writing Center Journal,
20(2), 29-32. Print.
Turner, A. (2006). Re-engineering the North American writing center model in East
Asia, Praxis: A Writing Center Journal, 3(2): n.pag. n.d. Web
Valencia, R. (1997). The evolution of deficit thinking: Educational thought and practice. New
York: Routledge Falmer.
Van Horne, S. (2012). Characterizing successful "intervention" in the writing center conference.
Praxis: A Writing Center Journal, 10(1), 1-9.
Wang, P., & Machado, C. (2015). Meeting the Needs of Chinese English Language Learners at
Writing Centers in America: A Proposed Culturally Responsive Model. Journal of International
Students, 5(2), 143-160.
Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of practice: Learning as a social system. The Systems Thinker.
Print.
_____(1998) Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

165

Wenger, E., & Snyder, W. M. (2000). Communities of practice: The organizational frontier.
Harvard Business Review, 78, 139-145.

Williams, J., & Severino, C. (2004). The writing center and second language writers. Journal of
Second Language Writing, 13(3), 165-172.
Williams, J. (2002). Undergraduate second language writers in the writing center. Journal of
Basic Writing, 21(2), 73-91.
Williams, J. (2004). Tutoring and revision: Second language writers in the writing center.
Journal of Second Language Writing, 13(3), 173-201.
Wilson, N.E. (2012). The Bodega: Towards A New Writing Center Paradigm. Praxis: A Writing
Center Journal, 10 (1), 1-9. Web. 24 Jan. 2013.

Yin, R. K. (1994). Case study research design and methods (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage
Publications.

_____ (2009). Case study research: Design and methods (4th Ed.) (pp: 40-45). Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage.

______(2013). Case study research: Design and methods. Sage publications. Kindle Edition.

Zhu, W. (2001). Interaction and feedback in mixed peer response groups. Journal of Second
Language Writing, 10, 251–276.

166

APPENDIX A: IRB APPROVAL LETTER & RESEARCH MATERIALS
University of New Hampshire
Research Integrity Services, Service Building
51 College Road, Durham, NH 03824-3585
Fax: 603-862-3564
23-May-2017
Fernandes, Marino
English Dept, Conant Hall
Durham, NH 03824
IRB #: 6696
Study: The Other Writing Center on Campus: Non-native English Speakers H.E.L.P.ing Peer
Multilingual Writers
Approval Date: 23-May-2017
The Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects in Research (IRB) has
reviewed and approved the protocol for your study as Exempt as described in Title 45, Code of
Federal Regulations (CFR), Part 46, Subsection 101(b). Approval is granted to conduct your
study as described in your protocol.
Researchers who conduct studies involving human subjects have responsibilities as outlined in
the document, Responsibilities of Directors of Research Studies Involving Human Subjects. This
document is available at http://unh.edu/research/irb-application-resources. Please read this
document carefully before commencing your work involving human subjects.
Upon completion of your study, please complete the enclosed Exempt Study Final Report form
and return it to this office along with a report of your findings.
If you have questions or concerns about your study or this approval, please feel free to contact
me at 603-862-2003 or Julie.simpson@unh.edu. Please refer to the IRB # above in all
correspondence related to this study. The IRB wishes you success with your research.
For the IRB,

Julie F. Simpson
Director
cc: File, Ortmeier, Christina
167

University of New Hampshire
Research Integrity Services, Service Building
51 College Road, Durham, NH 03824-3585
Fax: 603-862-3564
23-May-2017
Fernandes, Marino
English Dept, Conant Hall
Durham, NH 03824
IRB #: 6696
Study: The Other Writing Center on Campus: Non-native English Speakers H.E.L.P.ing Peer
Multilingual Writers
Anticipated Study End Date: 7/1/17
Exempt Study Final Report
Upon completion of your Exempt study, please provide the information requested below and
submit to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) along with a report of findings for this study,
for audit purposes. Copies of abstracts, articles, and/or publications specific to the project are
acceptable. Send to the IRB at the address shown at the top of this form.
1. Please give date of termination date of study.

______________

2. How many months did you actually perform the proposed investigation
or activity?
______________
3. How many subjects were studied or involved?

______________

4. Did you conduct the research in accordance with the procedures reviewed and
approved by the IRB?
______________
5. Did any problems emerge or were any serious unexpected adverse subject
experiences observed? If YES, please describe on a separate sheet.
___

Yes ___ No

Principal Investigator or
Advisor Signature:
__________________________________________________ Date:__________
cc: File,
Ortmeier, Christina
168

169

Interview Questions for HELPers
1. English learning experience
a.How long have you been learning English seriously?
b.What do you think about your English?
2. As a non-native English speaker, do you feel you are authorities in English? That is, do you
feel like you know things about English or writing that you are able to talk to people? What
makes you think you can do this?
3. Does this club affect you as a student? How?
4. What do you think about yourself as a writer?
5. How has being in the club changed your ideas about writing?
6. What do you do in HELP? What do you do in a conference?
7. What did you expect to get from HELP? Do you have any specific learning expectations?
8. What do you expect from students/writers?
9. What is the job of the tutor/HELPer?
10. Do you think writers can understand your suggestions? How?
11. What makes students trust you? How do you make students trust you?
12. What makes students not trust you?
13. What language do you speak in a conference? Why?
14. What do you think works well?
15. What doesn’t work well? What’s the most difficult part for you when you do a conference?
16. Do you consider that you are supposed to teach these students? Are you really partners/peers
or do you know more than they do? How do you define partners?
17. What does the WC need to change to make the conference more helpful?
“Narrative history” follow-up interview with stimulated recall for HELPers
Step 1: Before our interview, I’d like you to review your activity in the HELP blog and
identify at least four posts that you think represent important moments or concepts for you in
your development as a tutor. Additionally, you may include other activities from HELP trainings
not specifically included in the blog. If so, describe the activity you are referring to.
Step 2: Questions for semi-structured interview
1. If we consider your involvement in HELP, a story in a book with different chapters, what
would you say the titles of the different chapters would be? Why?
2. What are the four or five most important moments you identified in the blog? What was
important about them? Does it represent learning tutoring strategies? Changes in how you
understand writing?
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APPENDIX B: RECRUITMENT MATERIALS
Consent form for student writers
The Other Writing Center on Campus:
Non-native English Speakers H.E.L.P.ing peer multilingual writers
You are being invited to participate in a research study of multilingual students in the writing
center. Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have before consenting to
take part in the study.
What the study is about: This study aims to help people have a better understanding of
multilingual students’ attitudes towards the writing center, writing tutors and especially their
responses on the writing conference conducted by multilingual peer writing tutors in H.E.L.P and
to see how working on their writing in the multilingual writing center H.E.L.P. affects students’
ideas of being a student and writer at UNH.
What we will ask you to do: If you agree to be in this study, I will conduct one or
two interviews with you. The interview(s) will include questions about your writing experience
in first language and English, difficulties or concerns you have with English academic writing,
your attitudes toward the writing center and writing tutors, what kind of help you expect to get
from the writing center, why did/would you choose H.E.LP. for writing assistance. The interview
will take about 25-60 minutes to complete. With your permission, I would also like to audiorecord the interview for further analysis.
Risks and benefits: This project is a survey research to understand ESL students’ attitudes
towards the writing center, and there is a minimal risk to you. However, you can stop
participating in this study at any time if you feel uncomfortable. Although you will not receive
direct benefit or compensation for this study, your participation may help to promote the
development of H.E.L.P, to be more important, to help writing center scholars and staff to
understand how to work with international students in the writing center more productively.
Your answers will be confidential. The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of
report I make public, I will not include any information that will make it possible to identify you.
Research records will be kept in a locked file; only the researcher Marino Fernandes and
dissertation advisor Dr. Ortmeier-Hooper will have access to the records. If we audio-record the
interview, the digital data will be stored in a hard drive off network. I will transcribe the
interview and keep both records in a locked file.
Taking part is voluntary: Taking part in this study is completely voluntary. You can choose to
skip any question, participate in only some tasks, etc. as appropriate to the study. After you
agree to take participate in this study, you can withdraw at any time without consequences of any
kind. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your relationship with me or the
University of New Hampshire.
If you have questions: The researcher conducting this study is Marino Fernandes. Please ask
any questions you have now. If you have questions later, you may contact Marino Fernandes at
marino.fernandes@gmail.com. If you have any questions or concerns regarding your rights as a
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subject in this study, you may contact Dr. Julie Simpson in UNH Research Integrity Services at
603-862-2003 or julie.simpson@unh.edu to discuss them.
Statement of Consent: I have read the above information, and have received answers to any
questions I asked. I affirm that I am 18 years of age or older and consent to take part in the study
of “The Other Writing Center on Campus: Non-native English Speakers H.E.L.P.ing peer
multilingual writers.
Your Signature ___________________________________ Date ________________________
Your Name (printed) ____________________________________________________________
In addition to agreeing to participate, I also consent to having the interview audio-recorded.
Your Signature ___________________________________ Date _________________________
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Consent form for HELPers
The Other Writing Center on Campus:
Non-native English Speakers H.E.L.P.ing peer multilingual writers
You are being invited to participate in a research study of multilingual students working as tutors
in a writing center. Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have before
consenting to take part in the study.
What the study is about: This study aims to offer people a new insight of having multilingual
students as peer tutors in the writing center and to evaluate some useful training
methods/activities that can be used to help multilingual students to be qualified writing tutors in
general.
What we will ask you to do: If you agree to be in this study, I will conduct one 25 to 60-minute
interview with you. The interview will include questions about your own writing experience in
first language and English, difficulties or concerns you have with English academic writing, your
understanding of the writing center and responsibilities of being a writing tutor, about your
decision to join HELP and any effects joining HELP has had on you, as a writer and a student.
With your permission, I would also like to audio record the interview for further analysis.
Risks and benefits: Considering that this project is a survey research to collect multilingual
tutors’ reflections on the experience of working as a writing tutor in H.E.L.P, there is minimal
risk to you. However, you can stop participating in this study at any time if you feel
uncomfortable. Although you will not receive direct benefit or compensation for this study, your
participation may help to promote the development of H.E.L.P. It may also help writing center
staff to understand how to train tutors so that they can work with international students in the
writing center more productively.
Your answers will be confidential. The records of this study will be kept private. All digital
data will be stored in a hard drive off network In any sort of report I make public will not include
any information that will make it possible to identify you. Research records will be kept in a
locked file; only the researcher, Marino Fernandes and dissertation advisor, Dr. Ortmeier Hooper
will have access to the records. If the interview is audio recorded I will transcribe the interview
and keep both records in a locked file. All existing writing posted in the private blog will be
analyzed and reported anonymously.
Taking part is voluntary: Taking part in this study is completely voluntary. You can choose to
skip any question, participate in only some tasks, etc. as appropriate to the study. After you
agree to take participate in this study, you can withdraw at any time without consequences of any
kind. Participating in this study does not mean that you are giving up any of your legal rights.
Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your relationship with the University
of New Hampshire.
If you have questions: The researchers conducting this study is Marino Fernandes. Please ask
any questions you have now. If you have questions later, you may contact Marino Fernandes at
marino.fernandes@gmail.com. If you have any questions or concerns regarding your rights as a
subject in this study, you may contact Dr. Julie Simpson in UNH Research Integrity Services at
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603-862-2003 or julie.simpson@unh.edu to discuss them. You will be given a copy of this form
to keep for your records.

Statement of Consent: I have read the above information, and have received answers to any
questions I asked. I affirm that I am 18 years of age or older and consent to take part in the study
of “The Other Writing Center on Campus: Non-native English Speakers H.E.L.P.ing peer
multilingual writers.
Your Signature ___________________________________ Date ________________________
Your Name (printed) ____________________________________________________________
In addition to agreeing to participate, I also consent to having the interview audio-recorded.
Your Signature ___________________________________ Date _________________________
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